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Abstract
Crain, Elizabeth Ann. PhD. The University of Memphis. December, 2016. The Power of
the Other: A Character Analysis of the Orphan Figure in Children’s Literature. Lorinda B.
Cohoon, PhD.
Orphan children in literature often occupy the spaces of reality and fantasy simultaneously
because they have had an early encounter with another world—the afterlife. This endows them
with supernatural abilities (implied or explicit) that compensate for the loss of a parent and helps
them to overcome this traumatizing beginning; this fiction is in stark contrast to the historical
reality of an orphan’s life, and orphan fiction is a reaction to this reality. Supernatural ability is
an almost universal characteristic of the orphan character. This study draws on cultural studies of
the orphan, psychoanalytic theories related to the concept of the other, and postcolonial
extensions of the concept of othering to explore how the supernatural and extraordinary qualities
of fictional orphan characters intersect with readers’ conceptions of nation, community,
knowledge, identity, and imagination. The texts examined in this dissertation are texts that are
popular or have experienced popularity in the past, and they contain the protagonists that have
been the most significant in creating the orphan figure most frequently seen in children’s
literature. Central orphan texts include Oliver Twist, The Jungle Books, The Secret Garden, Anne
of Green Gables, The Little White Horse, and Harry Potter. The most prevailing characters are
the ones readers have reacted to the most, thus producing a character that often has the same
characteristics regardless of the genre within children’s literature. The archetypal orphan figure
in children’s literature expresses so many of the qualities discussed in traditional childhood
models that it becomes clear that the orphan is its own hybrid model of childhood. The orphan
signifies the fearsome realities of death and the possibilities of isolation and abjection. The more
the orphan is othered as a result of fear, the more anxiety surrounds understandings of the
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orphan, and we come to see this child as enigmatic. Finally, as a result of this concentrated
othering, we construct a figure that gains great strength and power, power that emerges from a
character of unclear background who has survived great misfortune and loss.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
In Reading Children’s Literature: A Critical Introduction, seven “Historical Models of
Childhood1” are used to explain the way childhood has been viewed historically and thus how
child characters are created in children’s fiction. This list might include one more: The Orphan
Child. The typical orphan figure in children’s literature embodies so many of the qualities
discussed in these models that it becomes apparent that the orphan is its own model. I present the
orphan character in children’s literature as a stock character, a character as archetypal as Prince
Charming or a Femme Fatale; however, the most successful orphan protagonists are not flat as
stock characters often are—they simply seem to possess certain qualities that often remain
persistent from text to text. The orphan is a character that is almost always othered 2, often to an
extreme, and that is when supernatural abilities tend to emerge in the character. To other
characters is to “place them outside the system of normality or convention to which one belongs
oneself” (Hawthorn 249). Most criticism on the other discusses womanhood or race. In
children’s literature, the orphan is othered, and if people are othered, they are seen as different,
or even inhuman. Lacan is known for his work on the other, particularly in his discussion of the
mirror stage: when a child looks into a mirror, they see the other, the imaginary self (Rivkin and
Ryan 441). According to Karen Coats in Looking Glasses and Neverlands, “Our identity is the
outcome of a series of identifications; in large measure it is performative, meaning that we take

Carrie Hintz and Eric L. Tribunella include “The Romantic Child,” “The Sinful Child,” “The Working
Child,” “The Sacred Child,” “The Child as Radically Other,” “The Developing Child,” and “The Child as
Miniature Adult” in their list of childhood models.
2
Also see Julia Kristeva and the abject as well as Edward Said and the other of the Orient. These theorists
and their work on the other are routinely discussed throughout the dissertation.
1

1

on the gestures and language of those we identify as desirable and ideal in order to craft our own
self-presentation” (88). The orphan is not “desirable and ideal,” and thus we other the orphan in
order to differentiate ourselves from him or her. According to Johnston:
Throughout his teachings, Lacan regularly utilizes the terms “other” (with a
lower-case o) and “Other” (with a capital O)…The lower-case-o other designates
the Imaginary ego and its accompanying alter-egos. By speaking of the ego itself
as an “other,” Lacan further underscores its alien and alienating status… (The
Encyclopedia of Philosophy)
Orphan character types arising from children’s literature stem from the othering of the orphan.
In Reading Children’s Literature, the first child type that they discuss is The Romantic Child.
According to Hintz and Tribunella, “this conception of children as somehow purer and more
virtuous than adults, closer to nature and to God, and beautified in their naiveté persists…” (17).
A good example of this is Anne from Anne of Green Gables or the many children found in
William Blake’s Songs of Innocence. The Sacred Child—what Hintz and Tribunella call
“precious and fragile aesthetic objects” (22)—is also a common model for orphan characters;
they list two orphan characters as examples of this model: Pollyanna from Pollyanna and
Jaqueline Woodson’s Lafayette from Miracles’ Boys. Hintz and Tribunella also discuss “The
Child as Miniature Adult” as yet another type of child model.3 Again they use an orphan
character as an example: Peter Pan. According to them, “Children’s literature frequently depicts
children as acting independently of adults” (28). For the orphan, this is a necessity; when there
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In Dickens’s Oliver Twist, Oliver is described as a child with the ability to survive the problems of an
adult, and that God “has thought fit to try him beyond his years” (270). Because of the orphan’s
independence, he or she must take on adult behaviors for survival. The fictional orphan’s ability to do so
is just one example of his or her power.
2

are no parents, the child protagonist has more freedom to embody qualities like heroism and
power. Next, Hintz and Tribunella briefly discuss “The Child as Radically Other” and this is this
dominating category for the orphan character that also causes its characterization to bleed into all
of the other types. Hintz and Tribunella see this type as “fundamentally different from the adult”
(24), and this difference is what causes the othering in their model. However, if we use the term
other to discuss the orphan figure as radically different from other children and not just other
adults, we can more clearly see the cause of this strange characterization—the orphan as so
strongly othered that he or she becomes mysterious, strange, animalistic, or supernatural—and
this is the heart of the stock orphan character. Because the typical orphan character encompasses
several of the different types all at once, I would argue that the orphan character could be added
to the “Historical Models of Childhood” as an extremely popular, routine hybrid figure.
This figure is fascinating to the human psyche. Its story is the ultimate story of survival, and
no matter how many times we have read the story of the foundling, we never tire of seeing him
or her go on amazing adventures and ultimately find a new family. We know that family,
whether traditional or not, is the single most important thing for human survival, and we are
captivated by a figure that must go without. But we are not satisfied with the perpetual orphan;
by the end of the tale, we hope to see the orphan welcomed into a happy, loving family.
The most popular texts of children’s literature are about orphans: Anne of Green Gables, The
Little White Horse, The Secret Garden, Harry Potter, and the ever-popular Peter Pan. When
Wendy first meets Peter Pan, she soon becomes curious about his mother. According to Barrie,
“Not only had he no mother, but he had not the slightest desire to have one…Wendy, however,
felt at once that she was in the presence of a tragedy” (26). With these words, Barrie explains the
irony of orphanhood: it encompasses an odd combination of bereavement and freedom. Wendy is
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thus fascinated by Peter. In The Secret Garden, when the officers reveal that Mary is an orphan,
she does not cry. She stamps her foot and shouts at them (Burnett 7). In this way, Burnett gives
us a child of strength and spirit instead of a child the reader should pity. In Anne of Green
Gables, when Mathew Cuthbert first sets his eyes upon Anne, he is afraid, for he must “do that
which was harder for him than bearding a lion in its den—walk up to a girl—a strange girl—an
orphan girl…” (Montgomery 13). In The Little White Horse, Goudge writes that Maria “was a
showy little thing, even when dressed in the greys and purples of the bereaved...” (8). The author
of the orphan text describes the character as one that exerts happiness and sadness
simultaneously. For Harry Potter, the scar on his forehead is symbolic of the terrible event that
orphaned him, but it also marks him as “the chosen one.” These authors create strong, powerful
characters ready to take on the world, but their power stems from the intense othering and
anxiety4 surrounding the orphan figure in reality.
Ironically, even though the orphan character is extremely popular, not much literary criticism
has been done on the subject. According to Laura Peters, “Although there has been immense
critical attention on the issues of family and childhood in Victorian culture, there is a dearth of
criticism on the orphan. Why this is so, considering the prevalence of this figure, is somewhat of
a mystery” (2).
There is no question that orphans habituate the most popular fictions. The obsession
seems to have begun in the Victorian age (although orphan stories were popular even before
that), and Victorian fiction remains among some of the most popular texts. Charles Dickens,
specifically, seems to be that author that cements the orphan’s popularity as a character. Charles
Dickens takes to the orphan character so well that he utilizes this type of protagonist in at least

4

See Carolyn Dever’s Death and the Mother from Dickens to Freud.
4

seven of his fifteen novels.5 Oliver Twist might be the protagonist most known for his
orphanhood; we can thank Dickens for much of the Victorian popularity of the orphan figure.
However, the defining sentimental aspect of his and other sentimental texts is usually coupled
with implications of orphan power.6 Even in sentimental texts, the sentimentality7 is often in
tension with the ability of the orphan figure: even when an orphan character is intended to be
sentimental, the reader finds him or herself eventually leaving sentiment behind. The power of
the orphan becomes more and more palpable until the reader sees a figure destined to be
successful and no longer sees a character to be pitied.8 If we pity orphan characters initially, it
usually will not last for long. J.M. Barrie calls his Peter Pan a “tragic figure” (92), but this is a
tragedy the readers pass over—we mostly envy him for his freedom and his ability to stay a child
forever.9 Take Kipling’s Mowgli—when Mowgli skins Shere Khan and establishes dominion
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Oliver Twist, Nicholas Nickelby, The Olde Curiosity Shop, David Copperfield, Bleak House, The Life
and Adventures of Martin Chuzzelwit, and Great Expectations all feature orphan protagonists.
6
Charles Dickens is known for his sentimental orphan characters, but Dickens is usually not considered to
be children’s fiction; however, it’s almost impossible to discuss orphans and not mention Dickens from
time to time. Also, Dickens is often read by children and commonly assigned in high school—one
definition for children’s literature is that which is read and loved by young readers—in this sense,
Dickens can be considered children’s literature.
According to A Dictionary of English Literature, sentimentalism is “the mood of excessive sentiment, or
too-tender susceptibility, of mawkish emotionalism. In literary art the deliberate use of these unrestrained
excesses to produce a consciously calculated response from the reader. Sentimentalism is an element that
may appear in any form of literature in any period—and does” (Watt and Watt 393). Dickens is not at
fault for his use of sentiment, especially since his intention is to bring attention to the needs of the orphan
in the England of his time.
7

In Dickens’ Oliver Twist, for example, there is tension between sentimentality and power early on—
during Oliver’s birth, Oliver refuses to die, even arguing with Nature herself over the issue, despite the
fact that he is an orphan with no one to love him, or, as Dickens explains, perhaps because of this (1-2).
8

In “A Race Apart: Children in Late Victorian and Edwardian Children's Books” by Dieter Petzold, he
discusses this quote from Barrie and focuses on the sentimental nature of this statement (36). I would
argue, however, that the word “tragic” here does not function in the usual way: Pan’s tragedy is one we
ultimately want for ourselves; his tragedy is one we envy; we are mesmerized by it. We don’t fantasize
9
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over the animals, it is difficult to cry for him 10. Any sentimentality Dickens attaches to the
orphan is not as strong as orphan literature progresses into the Edwardian period. We only have
respect and admiration for his triumph. We have come to expect power from our orphan figures,
and Dickens’s characters are an excellent example of that characteristic as the model for later
figures.
Oliver Twist, because of his renowned status in classic literature, is a good orphan with
which to begin.11 According to Warren, “Oliver Twist was the first English novel to have a child
as its main character” (61) and was extremely popular (89). She continues, “It would take more
than one Dickens novel to help compel British society to create social reform, but it was Oliver
Twist…that set it all in motion” (62). Oliver’s mother dies following childbirth, but before she

about the life of Wendy and her brothers. We imagine ourselves as Peter—wild, free, and continuously
unrefined.
For more discussion of the relationship between sentiment and power, see the article “Spinning
Sympathy: Orphan Girl Novels and the Sentimental Tradition” by Joe Sutliff Sanders. Even though
Sanders focuses on female orphans, his work is relevant to the “sympathetic” orphan in general, male or
female, although his viewpoint sometimes differs from the argument above. According to Sanders, “Are
they as powerful as the people who feel sympathy for them? The definition of sympathy says not. If they
exceed or even match the power of the people around them, sympathy must end. The technology of
sympathy requires a disappointing limit on the power sympathy can offer” (57). I would argue that most
orphan figures, even female ones, overcome sentimentalism even if they appear within that genre, and
they cease to be sentimental and are remembered by readers as powerful. They not only become “as
powerful as the people who feel sorry for them,” but more so. This is not to say that sentimentality is a
weakness in literature—it is an aspect often used in orphan texts; the sentiment is, however, in
competition with the power of the orphan figure. See Solomon’s In Defense of Sentimentality for an indepth discussion of the uses of sentiment. According to Solomon, “Sentimentality implies no deficiency
in one’s rational faculties and does not imply any inappropriateness, unwillingness, or lack of readiness to
act” (4). Another important discussion is Mary Leonard’s Preaching Pity, another argument in support of
sentiment.
10

Many of Dickens’s protagonists are children or just out of adolescence. It is also common for young
adults to read Dickens—all of this, though, does not make him a children’s author. However, during the
time of Dickens’s writing, children’s literature was still a relatively new genre, and his incredible
popularity made him accessible to children who often had little else but fables, fairy tales, didactic works,
and a little poetry (that is not to say that children’s literature wasn’t being written at this time, but the
genre was still relatively weak). Dickens published his last novel, Our Mutual Friend, in 1865, a date
often cited as the beginning of The Golden Age of Children’s Literature.
11
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passes away, “She imprint[s] her cold white lips passionately on its forehead” (4). This scene is
similar to Harry’s mother’s lasting impression before she dies at the hands of Voldemort. 12 The
word “imprint” is a particularly strong word choice, as if this is no ordinary kiss, but a kiss that is
meant for lasting impact. According to Dickens, “nature or inheritance had implanted a good
sturdy spirit in Oliver’s breast” (6). Oliver’s nature is particularly tough; however, this
characteristic is easily forgotten as one of his most memorable characteristics is his propensity to
cry, a characteristic often bemoaned by scholars as a weakness in the character. However, Oliver
has numerous moments of strength; if he does cry, however, it often gets him what he wants,
making this sentimental characteristic an ironic source of power. According to Westland,
“Oliver’s surname has been variously associated with having a ‘twisted’ or warped character,
eating well (‘twist=slang for ‘eat heartily’) or being destined for hanging (‘twisted’=slang for
hanged); all of these possibilities are ironic” (367). Oliver is often seen as too good, with few or
any flaws.13 According to Buzard, “One of the stranger elements in Oliver Twist seems to stand
guarantee for the protagonist’s exemption from the sway of environment under which so many of
the others languish…”, but it is not so strange when we consider the way orphan protagonists
rarely fail, as authors tend to infuse them with the innate power to survive, regardless of
environment or hardships thrown their way. One of the most oft-quoted scenes of the text is
Oliver’s pitiable request, “Please, sir, I want some more” (12); even if Oliver wishes to “eat
heartily,” he spends portions of the text on the brink of starvation. If Oliver stays with the
thieves, he might end up “hanged,” but his refusal to engage in pickpocketing saves him from

12

See Chapter Five.

According to Puttock, “Oliver Twist and Little Nell are pure Wordsworthian child angels, moving
uncorrupted through the abuse and evil around them with apparently invulnerable psyches. Perfectly
innocent at the outset, they do not change, develop, grow up, or suffer psychic damage but merely endure
until they are delivered from their sufferings” (19).
13

7

this fate. In Oliver, Dickens has created a character with none of the characteristics his original
audience usually associated with the poor and orphaned. Dickens makes no secret of the child’s
pitiable state, as he describes the “sense of … loneliness” (9) that Oliver often feels, and even if
he wanted to forget his orphan status, too many of the novel’s numerous nefarious characters will
not let him. Early in the novel, when he goes to see the board of the workhouse, one of the board
asks, “You know you’re an orphan, I suppose?” (10); surprisingly, Oliver expresses no
knowledge of this word (10), but he will learn it, as several times in the novel he is referred to as
an orphan until it becomes a part of his identity. When Mr. Bumble, the beadle, says to Oliver
“of all the artful and designing orphans that ever I see, Oliver, you are one of the most
barefacedst” (20), it is apparent that Mr. Bumble sees Oliver’s tears as an underhanded ploy—
even though Oliver is a virtuous child and not manipulative, Mr. Bumble does have a point.
Oliver is often able to get out of desperate situations by crying; the sentiment attached to Oliver
is not actually a weakness but more a source of power. Instead of being adopted by a cruel man,
Oliver gets his wish—he is taken in by the local undertaker (an almost too obvious choice by
Dickens; Oliver’s adoptive parent is representative of death like Oliver, as an orphan, is), who
seems kind and gentle (22). Because Mr. Bumble “regarded Oliver’s piteous and helpless look
with some astonishment for a few seconds; hemmed three or four times in a husky manner; and
after muttering something about ‘that troublesome cough’ bid Oliver dry his eyes and be a good
boy” (26), Oliver receives sympathy from a character that is a minor villain in the novel, and this
is one way this orphan protagonist avoids death and exhibits power.
Death hangs about the orphan figure in an ironic way—he or she is continuously
associated with death, but does not die14; he simply exists alongside this other realm without

Pip from Great Expectations comments on this phenomenon—his sister emphasizes “all the illnesses I
[Pip] had been guilty of, and all the acts of sleeplessness I had committed, and all the high places I had
14

8

permanently crossing over into the afterlife.15 Even the undertaker observes, “He would make a
delightful mute [funeral attendant]” (31). However, just when the reader is in danger of
experiencing almost overwhelming sympathy for Oliver, he behaves in a manner that ultimately
saves his character and shows us that when called upon, he is as strong as any other character in
the novel. Oliver is often seen as too sympathetic and pitiful, but an evaluation of his strongest
moments shows his immense power.16 When Noah Clodpole, another of the undertaker’s
assistants, calls Oliver’s mother a “regular right-down bad-un” (38), Oliver expresses a kind of
rage completely unexpected based on what we know of him at that point:
Crimson with fury, Oliver started up; overthrew the chair and table; seized Noah
by the throat; shook him in the violence of his rage, till his teeth chattered in his
head; and collecting his whole force into one heavy blow, felled him to the
ground./A minute ago the boy had looked the quiet, mild dejected creature that
harsh treatment had made him. But his spirit was roused at last; the cruel insult to
his dead mother had set his blood on fire. His breast was heaved; his attitude was
erect; his eye bright and vivid; his whole person changed, as he stood glaring over

tumbled from, and all the low places I had tumbled into, and all the injuries I had done myself, and all the
times she had wished me in my grave, and I had contumaciously refused to go there” (27).
15

Pip has an association with death that is almost too intense. In the first chapter, Pip meets an escaped
convict in the graveyard, where he has gone to visit his parents’ graves. Dickens writes, “The man, after
looking at me for a moment, turned me upside down,” and when he rights Pip, he is “seated on a high
tombstone” (2). As the man continues to shake Pip, he holds “tighter to the tombstone” (3), until he refers
to it as his tombstone (3). Dickens uses the tombstone imagery to emphasize Pip’s characterization as a
child intensely associated with death, an association that follows him (and most other fictional orphans)
around.
16

Oliver is not the only orphan in Oliver Twist to exhibit immense power: the prostitute Nancy continues
to haunt the villain Bill Sykes after he brutally murders her (317) and she is the cause of his violent death
(337).

9

the cowardly tormentor who now lay crouching at his feet, and defied him with an
energy he had never known before. (38)
Oliver is often read as “magically untouched” (Kincaid 37) by his struggles, and without
this scene, Oliver could be understood as a character that is altogether too good, but here he
shows the reader that he is actually human (although a powerful human with an amazing talent
for survival) and not some immortal angel placed on the earth by mistake. The power of this
scene proves to us that even when Oliver appears weak, he is capable of intense violence; he is
capable of overtaking anything that should come his way. The image of Oliver here simply
radiates power, and even the adults are at a loss, even to the point of being frightened of him.
They try to contain him by “dragg[ing] Oliver, struggling and shouting but nothing daunted”
(40). They exclaim that “he’ll kick that door down in ten minutes” (40). Dickens agrees, stating
that “Oliver’s vigorous plunges against the bit of timber in question rendered this occurrence
highly probable” (40). The adults and the soundly beaten Noah must wait until Mr. Sowerberry
returns. They are too afraid to let Oliver out of the cellar; even Mr. Bumble, a so-called authority
over Oliver, has no control: “The accounts of his ferocity, as related by Mrs. Sowerberry and
Charlotte, were of so startling a nature, that Mr. Bumble judged it prudent to parley before
opening the door” (42). Mr. Bumble attempts to assert his authority over Oliver, but he fails, and
he never gets it back. When Mr. Bumble asks if his voice frightens Oliver, Oliver shouts “No!”
(43). After this all-important show of power, Oliver continues to exhibit strength and agency—
he runs away to London (45) and Oliver learns the skill of pickpocketing (taught by “The Jew”
Fagin) extremely quickly—he needs almost no training at all (58). However, once Oliver realizes
that they are training him to be a thief, he runs away again, this time into a more moral
household.

10

When he enters the home of the kind Mr. Brownlow, he comes face to face with a picture
from his past. He comments to the housekeeper that the eyes from the portrait “…seem fixed
upon me…as if it was alive, and wanted to speak to me, but couldn’t” (72). The portrait is of
Agnes, Oliver’s mother; like many fictional orphans (Colin from The Secret Garden and Emily
from Montgomery’s Emily trilogy, for example) Oliver retains a link to a woman he’s never
actually met. Fictional orphans, because of their association with death and the afterlife, retain
this connection—this is an example of an extraordinary power associated with fictional orphans
so consistently that it becomes a part of an expectation for the orphan character, a stock character
that retains similar attributes often regardless of author and text.17 Dickens’s orphans are the
most important influence for the treatment of this character type in later literature, a connection
that has continued even today.18 Although Oliver is frequently described as a weak character by
critics, Dickens’s language consistently denies this characterization. Oliver has expressed the
ability to survive being relentlessly hunted by his half-brother, who swears “to hunt it down…to
pursue it with the bitterest and most unrelenting animosity; to vent upon it the hatred that I
deeply felt, and to spit upon the empty vaunt of that insulting will by dragging it, if I could, to
the very gallows-foot” (343). Oliver’s half-brother not only viciously hates him with an almost

17

Another expectation is the orphan as a romantic figure and thus associated with nature. When Oliver
makes it back to the countryside. Dickens explains, “Who can describe the pleasure and delight, the peace
of mind and soft tranquility, the sickly boy felt in the balmy air and among the green hills and rich woods
of an inland village…” (207). Like Mary from The Secret Garden and Anne from the Anne series, Oliver
can receive power, energy, and health from being in contact with nature. See the Burnett and
Montgomery chapters for more discussion of orphans and their bond with nature.
18

Like the most popular contemporary orphan Harry Potter (Harry has a vision that Mr. Weasley is in
trouble), Oliver has visions that give him important information (See Chapter Five for more about Harry’s
extraordinariness). For example, Oliver can anticipate the villain Fagin’s nearness even when Oliver
cannot see him. According to Dickens, “the scene changed; the air became close and confined; and he
thought, with a glow of terror, that he was in the Jew’s house again” (222). It is in this way that Oliver
discovers Fagin is once again a threat.
11

otherworldly passion, he refers to Oliver as “it” and not “he.” It is common in orphan fiction to
describe these characters as something more or less than human, and the above quote is an
extreme example of this point of view. Regardless, Oliver is not a hunter’s prey—he ends the
novel with the even more strength than in the beginning. Things that he used to fear become
“smaller and less imposing” and seem “fallen off in grandeur and size” (240). When he goes to
visit the villain Fagin in his prison cell in the second to last chapter, he says that he is “not
afraid” (354) to face him, and Oliver appears in this scene as the authority over Fagin, not in a
cruel way, but in a way that is almost parental. He holds Fagin close and even prays for him.
Fagin recognizes Oliver’s power, requesting that Oliver “get [him] out,” knowing that Oliver’s
powerful influence over others could free him (356). Although Oliver is often described as a
weak character, one who cries and needs continual help from others, Dickens gives him powerful
moments that show his strength, even through the intense sentimentality Dickens’s novels are
known for. Dickens uses sentimentality in an attempt to create sympathy not just for his
characters but also for the real orphans of his time.
People have anxieties about real orphans. They are often considered threatening to society’s
family structure. People fear what the orphan represents (death, loss, and exile), and this turns
into othering the orphan. This is where the fictional orphan gets his or her supernatural gifts:
from the intense anxiety felt about real orphans. Charles Loring Brace, who began the Orphan
Train mission and was in charge of the Children’s Aid Society, described some of his female
orphans this way: “barefooted, bonnetless, ragged, and dirty [with] singularly wild and intense
expression of the eye and face… [they were like] half-tamed creatures with passions aroused
beyond their years” (qtd. in Simpson 141). The loss of the family seems unnatural to those with
families, and they often perceive the orphan as unnatural. Of course, there is nothing really
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unnatural about the death of a parent; it is simply sad. Victorian medicine was often ineffective,
and it was fairly common to lose one parent or both. It is just that those with their families intact
have difficulty understanding what has happened. Misunderstanding breeds resentment and fear,
and the Victorians shaped these negative emotions and placed them upon their works of fiction;
Dickens’s work attempts to counteract against these emotions, but he still uses them to create
characters.
If contemporary orphan literature is the brainchild of the Victorians, however, then the
definition we must use is that of the Victorians. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, an
orphan is “a person, esp. a child, both of whose parents are dead (or, rarely, one of whose parents
has died).” It can also mean “an abandoned or neglected child.” It is the latter definition that is
the most useful, since it is the closest to the Victorian definition of an orphan: any child that was
abandoned was considered an orphan, in addition to all full and half-orphans (Peters 1). The loss
of just one parent was sufficient enough to receive this label. The idea of family was intensely
important during this period, and any fragmentation of that beloved unit was considered
unnatural, even threatening. The way the modern orphan character is written is directly
influenced by the Victorian anxiety about orphans (Dever 1).
The orphan is actually us. We are frightened by what could so easily happen to us. We
are horrified when Bambi will “never see his mother again” (Salten 100) or when “The
Baudelaire children” become “the Baudelaire orphans” (Snicket 10).When we “other” a person,
we see them as different. The more intensely we do that, the more we start to see them as
something extra or less. We become fascinated and anxious at the same time, and that is when
we begin to place supernatural, extraordinary ability on the orphan in fiction. The well-known
orphans also reflect readers’ ambivalences about human endeavors such as imperial conquest
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(Kipling), an acknowledgment of the difficulty of belonging and finding purpose (Burnett and
Rowling), and anxieties about gaining too much knowledge or using intuition and imagination in
unusual ways (Montgomery and Goudge).
The most central aspect that sets my work apart is the focus on the supernatural abilities
of orphans. This takes it beyond any discussion of the orphan character as merely strong or
successful in an ordinary sense. Most critics seem to discuss the pathetic, pitiful, victimized
orphan (which are not aspects emphasized in most children’s literature); in the following
chapters, it is the power of the orphan character that is emphasized. I am looking at this subject
from the Victorian Era to the present, arguing that the orphan character today is not much
removed from the Victorian character.19

Articles that deal with my specific topic include Terry Windling’s “Lost and Found: The Orphaned
Hero in Myth, Folklore, and Fantasy,” Melanie Kimball’s “From Folktales to Fiction: Orphan Characters
in Children’s Literature,” and Dennis Leoutsakas’s “Contemplating Fictional and Nonfictional Orphan
Stories.” Kimball begins her article defining the orphan story, tracing its history, and explaining the
archetypical character the orphan has become. All the articles attempt to explain the fascination with the
orphaned character, and they seem to agree that it comes from a sympathy/empathy with any child
stripped of guardianship. I would argue that if a reader has sympathy for an orphaned character, it would
not last for long: they are all too heroic and powerful for that. I have yet to find an article that identifies
the cause of this power and how it works the same way I do, but the closest argument to mine I have
found is Leoutsakas’s “Contemplating Fictional and Non-Fictional Orphan Stories.” However, I find that
there are significant differences: He sees the orphan in children’s fiction as devoid of a sexuality (5) and I
do not (anyone who has read Peter Pan, for example, often sees sexuality as a major theme). Also,
Leoutsakas (like most critics) sees the fictional orphan as victim (5). The fictional orphan is not a victim:
it is an archetypical character and we know from other orphan stories that he or she rarely fails. The OED
second definition of the orphan, “A person or thing deprived of protection, advantages, benefits, or
happiness previously enjoyed; something which has been abandoned or ignored,” does not work for the
fictional orphan. Ironically, most fictional orphans are not pathetic, miserable, or downtrodden, at least
not for long. They are among the most successful characters in fiction. Finally, he sees a duality within
the character, as I do, but his argument is between good and evil, (5) not reality and fantasy.
19
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Chapter 2
The image of the abandoned child has a long genealogy in Western literature. Our common cultural
heritage includes the stories of baby Moses left floating in the bulrushes and the founding of Rome by the
orphans Romulus and Remus. We remember learning in school how the Spartans exposed female and
weak male babies to the elements, letting only the strongest survive to join their warrior society. (322)
--Virginia A. Walter

“I Dance on the Hide of Shere Khan”: How Orphan Boys in the Works of Rudyard Kipling
Respond to His Ambivalent Imperialism
The orphan figure described by Walter is prominent in well-known children’s literature
texts: it is the type that overcomes all obstacles with the power and strength not expected of an
orphan outside fiction; however, within literature we have come to expect the orphan character
that succeeds despite the trials that come from the separation of loved ones, and Rudyard Kipling
is the creator of one of the most well-known and well-loved of the figures: the wild jungle boy
known only as Mowgli, as well as the critically acclaimed character Kim. The power of
Kipling’s orphans also translates into the graphic novel genre—this is shown in both the words
and the art. In addition, many of Kipling’s major themes and concepts are directly related to an
even earlier sympathizer of children’s experiences—William Blake.
Kipling’s dealings with the orphan story are thought-provoking and insightful, despite the
fact that Kipling’s texts are not as widely read as they once were. Kipling understands the orphan
condition; like many writers of the orphan story, he had a difficult childhood. Also like many
writers of the genre, he experienced tragedy through his own children.1 He was sent away to

Kipling’s difficult childhood can be compared to that of the unfortunate childhoods of other orphanfocused writers like L.M. Montgomery and Francis Hodgson Burnett. L.M. Montgomery had a rough
childhood and also gave birth to a stillborn child; this obviously hurt her deeply, and in her novel Anne’s
House of Dreams there is a horrific, depressing scene of Anne giving birth to a child that does not live
(115). Also traumatic, Francis Hodgson Burnett was three when she lost her father (Thwaite 7), 20 when
she lost her mother (Thwaite 35), and Burnett’s son died of tuberculosis at 16 (Thwaite 134).
1
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England to be educated (common for Anglo-Indian families of the time), and he considers this
separation from his family to be one of the most traumatic experiences of his life. According to
Kipling in Something of Myself, the house of his foster family “smelled of aridity and
emptiness,” (5) and he was “regularly beaten” (6) by his foster mother. However, for Kipling a
traumatic childhood is necessary for literary genius (he might be right—it seems common
enough in the greatest writers). In children’s literature, those who survive childhood trauma are
often rewarded with gifts of strength or insight. According to Kipling in his autobiography,
Something of Myself, “I have known a certain amount of bullying…and this…is the foundation
of literary effort” (6). When asked why he never reported his foster mother for abusing him,
Kipling says, “Children tell little more than animals, for what comes to them they accept as
eternally established. Also, badly treated children have a clear notion of what they are likely to
get if they betray the secrets of a prison house before they are clear of it” (12). His fiction/nonfiction can be seen as his opportunity to “betray the secrets” of his most difficult experiences. As
a result of his time in that house, Kipling would continue to have terrible nightmares and trouble
sleeping for the rest of his life (15). Although biographical criticism is not always popular, it is
possible that the orphan character he so often develops is actually himself. His painful childhood
experiences are the foundation for his orphan hero, a figure of duality, wildness, and
extraordinary ability. His orphan texts share similarities to other texts as well. As Zipes states,
“Kipling’s work has been compared with that of Robert Louis Stevenson (1850-1894) and J.M.
Barrie2 (1860-1937), two other popular late-Victorian British writers of books about boys and
boyishness” (1859). Much of what is discussed here can be applied to other orphan boy fiction.

2

J.M. Barrie’s character Peter Pan can be discussed in the same way as Kim and Mowgli. Peter Pan is an
“othered” orphan boy of extraordinary ability.
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Although his most well-known character of children’s literature, Mowgli, is now largely
known as a Disney character, he is the creation of Kipling. Through his children’s literature, 3his
readership experiences his most pleasurable, entertaining, and heartening work, as his work for
adults is often overtly political and sometimes racist.4 According to J.I.M. Stewart, in his essay
“Kipling’s Reputations,” Kipling had a number of failures attempting to write for adults (The
Light that Failed is one of Stewart’s examples)---so much so, he says “[f]or some years, indeed,
Kipling bore the appearance of having turned himself into a writer for children” (159). Stewart’s
tone in this statement does not sound like a compliment, but fans of his children’s texts will see
no problem, as the Kipling who tells stories for children is the most confident, straightforward,
and honest Kipling. His children’s literature is usually only softly political, although there are
some exceptions (as in his Stalky and Co.). He exhibits a thorough understanding of what
children will respond and connect to, and his children’s literature is written with the attention to
the needs of an audience made up of children. Kim, which is sometimes considered children’s
literature, is an example of an ambiguous political text, in that Kipling’s politics are not firm in
this story. According to Seed, “Born in India but of the ruling elite, we might expect Kipling’s
Indian fiction to register racial tensions acutely, but in fact his most famous novel, Kim (1901),
plays down such issues and presents an idyllic view of the subcontinent” (115). He continues on
to praise Kipling’s depictions of Indian characters, arguing that Kipling saves his harshest
characterizations for “those who are ignorant of India” (117). What is most intriguing about his

The twentieth volume of Children’s Literature from 1992 edited by Judith Plotz is dedicated to Kipling
as a children’s author.
3

One example of this is Kipling’s poem “The Native-born.” In this text, he refers to his “dear dark fostermothers,” (line 75) the “heathen songs they sung” (line 76) and the “heathen speech we babbled” (line 77)
when assessing his ties to India. Another example is “The White Man’s Burden,” his most famous poem
about empire.
4
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children’s texts, though, is that every time a reader feels secure in his or her evaluation of
Kipling, he reveals another side of himself.
Kipling sees the orphan as a person with a complex dual identity who is unfairly shoved
from innocence to experience too soon (the influence of William Blake comes to mind5).
Mowgli’s dual identity can be seen in several different ways: is he the “half-devil, half-child”
(line 8) from “The White Man’s Burden?” Half-animal, half-human? Indian or British? He can
actually encompass any of these identities depending on Kipling’s goal for the scene. The first
time Mowgli goes after Shere Khan, he is still a child, but he exhibits devilish qualities with the
abundance of fire imagery. First, though, he uses the fire to intimidate the wolves into accepting
his leadership. According to Kipling, “He flung the fire-pot on the ground, and some of the red
coals lit a tuft of dried moss that had flared up, as all the Council [wolves] drew back in terror
before the leaping flames” (29). He then proceeds to threaten Shere Khan by warning that he will
shove the fire down the tiger’s throat at the next meeting (30). When the confrontation is over,
Mowgli cries (31), showing us that despite his bravado and ability, he is still a child. In the
beginning of The Jungle Book, Mother Wolf decides to keep Mowgli because he showed up at
her cave exhibiting animal and human characteristics. According to Mother Wolf, “He came
naked, by night, alone and very hungry; Look, he has pushed one of my babes to one side
already…Keep him? Assuredly I will keep him” (11-12).6 Mowgli is a fascinating combination

5

William Blake’s influence is discussed further below.

Neil Gaiman’s popular text The Graveyard Book, which he admits is inspired by The Jungle Book (311),
begins in a similar fashion—a baby recently orphaned finds parents in a place not suitable for children—
except in this case, it is a graveyard and not a jungle. Like Mother Wolf and her relationship with
Mowgli, “Nobody”—as they name him—(25) is adopted by a surprising type of mother: a ghost named
Mrs. Owens. Gaiman’s text not only exhibits similar themes (an orphaned infant, unusual adoptive
parents, and extraordinary gifts) and structure (it incorporates poetry with the text), its popularity shows
the continued influence of Kipling in contemporary children’s literature.
6
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of strength and weakness, and Mother Wolf sees him as the very creature that will conquer the
evil tiger Shere Khan. As Mother Wolf says, “thou wilt hunt Shere Khan as he has hunted thee”
(12). In Kipling’s short story “In the Rukh,” (not always included in The Jungle Books) a
seventeen-year-old Mowgli is discovered by a white Forest Ranger; the Ranger, impressed by his
capabilities, offers him a job soon after meeting him, and Mowgli, the wild boy from the jungles
of India, becomes a part of the British Imperial system. Mowgli’s adult life is an unexpected
combination of a British/Indian experience (much like Kipling’s). The orphan becomes expert at
dueling identities as he or she often represents different things to different people.
When we read Kipling’s works for children it becomes abundantly clear that we are
dealing with a different author than that of the “White Man’s s Burden.” According to Zipes,
“Argus Wilson, one of Kipling’s biographers, argues that his affection and respect for children
and what they imagine is at the heart of his best work. Indeed, Kipling’s literary reputation today
rests primarily on his work for the young” (1858). The author of Just So Stories, The Jungle
Books, and Stalky and Co. (which is based on Kipling’s own experiences at school) is an author
easier to champion.7 His political agenda is here, but it often takes a back seat to the story. In his
adult literature, the politics take over.
Kipling is thought of as a classic imperialist in every sense of the word, but his children’s
literature (if not his public statements) consistently questions this philosophy. In his biography of
Rudyard Kipling, Kingsley Amis discusses “the widely held but over-simplified view of him as

7

However, in Stalky and Co., the discerned reader can sense the purpose of all this very English
education: ultimately, as Page attests, the characters are being taught “how to run an Empire” (52). This
ultimately increases their potential for power. They are separated/isolated from their families in this
school setting, and they often act as orphan figures because of their abandoned state.
19

an imperialist” (111). Unfortunately for his critics, “he acquired a public image that represented
only one side of his nature” (Mason 306). According to the children’s writer Rosemary Sutliff:
Empire had not become a dirty word to Kipling, but he saw it in terms, not of
dominion but of service. One of the extremely sound lessons he has for the child
of to-day is that service is not something to be ashamed of. Another is that history
is something to do with oneself. Most children tend to grow up seeing history in a
series of small static pictures, all belonging to the past and with no
communicating door between them and the present. [Kipling’s texts] must help
them to feel it as a living and continuous process of which they themselves are a
part, and so see their own times in better perspective than they might otherwise
have done. (“Kipling for Children”)
His literature for children offers complex and nuanced explorations of the project of empire in its
depictions of orphans, and these children’s texts are worthy of serious consideration. His works
appear to have as many Indian influences as British ones, and sometimes he is even American.
For every “White Man’s Burden”-like text in his repertoire, there is a Kim or a Jungle Book,
examples which represent Kipling’s struggle with his multiple influences. Kipling’s various
modes of writing (autobiography, poetry, short story, and novel) represent schisms in his
cultural, religious, and political identity. These schisms are the perfect platform for the orphan
story; almost all literary orphans are confused about their identity, and few authors can relate to
this issue better than Kipling. Kipling was an imperialist, but many (unsuccessful) attempts have
been made to make excuses for him and deny this fact. As Edward Said puts it in his introduction
to Kim, “Readers of Kipling’s best work have regularly tried to save him from himself “(22).
What these sympathetic Kipling scholars actually recognize is that his books explore his
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particular brand of imperialism (though imperialism it still is); it often included a thoughtful
understanding of the other, and his diverse experiences gave him this capacity. In Orientalism,
Said discusses Kipling numerous times. According to Said, “Kipling himself could not merely
have happened; the same is true of his White Man. Such ideas and their authors emerge out of
complex historical and cultural circumstances…” (227). In Kipling’s Stalky and Co., which is
based on his own experiences at school, he gives us a nuanced view of imperialism.8 When the
boys begin to learn lessons at school that smack of Imperialist attitudes, Kipling describes the
experience this way: “Their eyes ceased to sparkle; their faces were blank; their hands hung
beside them without a twitch. They were learning, at the expense of a fellow countryman, the
lesson of their race, which is to put away all emotion and entrap the alien at the proper time”
(46). The schoolboys learn how to be citizens that will grow up to promote empire, but this is not
an excited, proud, or positive experience: it is extremely uncomfortable, and the reader feels the
characters’ confusion and distress in this moment. Kipling often describes imperialism as a kind
of offensive yet unavoidable event. Said, though critical of Kipling and his “White Man’s
Burden” politics, nevertheless gives an open-minded assessment. In addition, in Humanism and
Democratic Criticism, Said says Kipling is an “eccentrically conservative English intellectual…”
(19). However, for an Imperialist writer, Kipling often acted in non-Imperialist ways: According
to Murray, Kipling “refused all titles from king and state, accepting only honorary literary
degrees” (176). Kipling was offered knighthood and the Order of Merit, “the highest honor of the
British Empire,” but he rejected both tributes (Murray 176). The best children’s writers are
humble and unassuming, and his peculiar combination of modesty and imperialism is part of
what makes him amenable to the world of children’s literature.

8

According to Zipes, Stalky and Co. is comparable to a previously published school story, the more
lucrative Tom Brown’s Schooldays by Thomas Hughes (1859).
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British imperialism created orphans for both India and England. This is one reason why
the Victorians suddenly became so concerned about the vast number of orphans.9 There were
also children like Kipling who were orphaned in a philosophical sense: Anglo-Indian families,
like his, often sent their children to be educated in England. English families also commonly sent
their children to boarding schools; this meant that children were often being raised away from
their families for long periods of time. This creates disconnect among the family unit, which
increases a feeling of isolation and identity confusion. However, according to Myers, “Fiction
offers the orphaned protagonist a language, a place, a dream of her [or his] own” (29). Real
orphans, unfortunately, don’t possess supernatural gifts to assist them on their way; alternatively,
in fiction, orphans usually receive what has been denied them—an almost limitless heroic power.
Perhaps there are several reasons Kipling’s texts often center around orphaned or otherwise
abandoned characters—he is attracted to power—and his orphan figure not only contains power
within himself, but is also connected to the Kipling-esque imperialistic power.
His imperialist career seems to include some anti-imperialist literary events: his most
enduring and celebrated character, Mowgli, is Indian; he pulled “The White Man’s Burden” from
the Queen’s Jubilee at the last minute and decided to promote “Recessional,” a more explicitly
cautious poem, instead; his poem “We and They” is just one example that represents a thoughtful
understanding of the “other.” A slightly less well-known poem of Kipling, “We and They,”
represents a nuanced view of the other. This poem explores the problem that occurs when one
group of people looks upon another group in a sneering, condescending way: that “other” group
probably looks upon them as equally undesirable. The second stanza of this poem is as follows:

9

Orphan Texts: Victorian Orphans, Culture, and Empire by Laura Peters is a seminal work on this
subject.
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We eat pork and beef
With cow-horn-handled knives.
They who gobble Their rice off a leaf,
Are horrified out of Their lives;
And They who live up a tree,
And feast on grubs and clay,
(Isn't it scandalous?) look upon We
As a simply disgusting They! (768-769)
What keeps this poem from espousing a blatantly racial stereotype is the fact that the stereotype
is represented as from a purely imaginative standpoint: Kipling ends each stanza by noting that
the views that “we” and “they” have of each other are similar. Since Kipling’s audience most
likely does not believe they are “disgusting,” (line 16) this enforces the idea that both stereotypes
are false. Kipling is writing from the unique position of a person who understands the culture of
the conqueror as well as the conquered. He even seems to be poking fun at the British when he
says they are “horrified out of their lives” (line 12) by the practices of other cultures. In addition,
Kipling ends the third stanza by explaining that the other race sees the British people as an
“utterly ignorant they” (line 24), which emphasizes that some stereotypes arise from a
misunderstanding, not a truth. Kipling’s particular brand of imperialism does not seem to include
a racist view of the Indian people. But Kipling’s poem offers a solution to offensive stereotypes:
immersion in that other culture. The last stanza of the poem reads: “But if you cross over the
sea/instead of over the way,/ You may end by (think of it!) looking on We/ As only a sort of
They!” (lines 39-40). Here, Kipling offers refreshing insight: if his audience were to live among
colonized people, they might find themselves on the other side of the usual argument. In must

23

much of children’s literature, the child figure is often seen as the other, and in this sense, the
orphan child figure is doubly othered in this genre.
In addition to “We and They,” the half-Indian and half-Irish character Kim is a
representation of Kipling’s own identity confusion as half Indian and half British. According to
Peters,
In using the orphan to represent otherness and difference, Victorian society
reproduces the workings of colonial discourse…these narratives represent, and
justify, imperialism as a patriotic impulse in order to mask the nature of its
capitalist imperatives. The male orphan figure is a popular device in narratives
that … explore social power structures and imperial ideology. (65)
This political side of the text can be seen in Kim as well as The Jungle Book. Kimball must
decide between the way of the lama or The Great Game of the Empire. Even Mowgli, deep in the
jungle, cannot escape imperialism. His author makes it a very real part of the tale, and this can
especially be seen in Kipling’s poem “The Law of the Jungle.” He ends this very long list of
laws—and, according to Kipling, there are “hundreds and hundreds more” (179)—with the
statement: “Now these are the laws of the jungle, and many and mighty are they; but the head
and the hoof of the law and the haunch and the hump is—Obey!” (lines 73-74). Most of the laws
are about fighting, eating, and hierarchy, and the force of the British Empire is felt clearly in the
word “Obey!”
Peters continues this idea:
On another level, orphan narratives also work to mythologize a bourgeois
domesticity…many of these narratives represent a return to a pastoral existence as
a new narrative of domesticity in order to obfuscate the pressing urban problems
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that confronted them. The imaginative valuing of the rural as a site for
domesticity also underlines the perception of empire. It is the impulse to widen
the boundaries of home through imperial endeavors and to cultivate the
wilderness into a domestic garden. Popular orphan narratives play a part in this
reforming impulse which addresses problems, in the form of orphans and colonial
subjects, facing the achievement of this ideal, both at home and abroad. (66)
For Peters, the wild environment is essential to the orphan text, but most orphan characters must
become less wild (at least outwardly) as grown-ups. At the end of The Jungle Book, Mowgli
states, “Man-Pack and Wolf-Pack have cast me out…Now I will hunt alone in the jungle” (97).
However, Kipling tells us that “he was not always alone, because years afterward he became a
man and married” (97). Even Mowgli, perhaps the wildest of orphan heroes, attains a certain
state of domesticity in the end. The reformation is also evident in other orphan texts like The
Secret Garden, Anne of Green Gables, and Peter Pan. The Victorian Age was an age of progress
and industrialization, but this also created potential problems. It created a backlash in literature
where many Victorian texts emphasize the importance of nature to the human soul. However,
even in the wild, the British Empire cannot completely be abandoned. Mowgli creates order out
of chaos in the jungle; Mary in The Secret Garden tames the wild space of the garden, but it
grows right next to an imposing Victorian mansion. Peter Pan’s new friends must eventually
return to the urban London landscape. Anne ends her adventures at home, not among her beloved
natural setting. Wildness is encouraged in children, but it has limits, and the orphan child often
comes to a very Victorian kind of order—although it is often insinuated that the wild spark is
still there.
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Kipling’s Indian influences are profound, and his best literature places the orphan in this
setting. Kipling has a strange reputation in India—Indians have a love/hate relationship with
him, the white man, born in India, who penned so many stories in honor of their (his) country.
According to Chaudhuri:
Kipling was equally at home in our plains, hills, and mountains, and like all great
novelists he remains firmly ecological. There are in Kim not only entrancing
descriptions of the Himalayas but a picture of a green phase on the great plain that
is uncanny in its combination of romance and actuality. We Indians shall never
cease to be grateful to Kipling for having shown the many faces of our country in
all their beauty, power, and truth. (32)
Chaudhuri’s praise of Kipling is grudgingly but willingly given in this essay. In the title of his
essay, he calls Kim “The Finest Story about India—in English” (27). Kipling might be the
best/only experience with India for the Western world, and if this is the case, it is not a bad
introduction to the country; Kipling often seems to idolize the place—he places his orphan
characters within idyllic versions of India that cater to the power of his orphan figure.
In The Jungle Books, Mowgli gains power over the jungle creatures and eventually rules
over them. Mowgli displays the supernatural characteristics common in the literary orphan. He is
small and looks relatively weak; however, he overcomes the tiger Shere Khan and becomes a
leader of the wolves.
While Kipling’s law of the jungle might seem like straightforward imperialism in
disguise, that fact that it is an Indian child who rules the jungle and not a British one is
significant. Kipling’s most celebrated characters are those who the British have traditionally
looked down upon, like Kim, who is Irish with an Indian upbringing (According to Robert Sale,
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Kim is “barely” children’s literature, but it still makes the cut). Sale argues that “Mowgli and
Kim are not Kipling, of course, but versions of the boy he might have been, or imagined he could
have become, had he stayed in India” (203). Sale makes an interesting point: Kim and Mowgli,
two of Kipling’s most anti-imperialist creations, are versions of Kipling in a fantastical world.
The we/other self is a major trait of Kipling’s orphans—they struggle to combine their orphaned
identity, an identity both natural and created, with what they believe to be the desire of the status
quo. The natural side of an orphan’s identity is created at the moment the reader is introduced to
the orphan, and the created side of this identity includes aspects of the orphan figure the author
and the audience place onto the orphan by the act of othering.10
In addition, Kim is really Kipling’s masterpiece in terms of overcoming his own
prejudices. 11 It is a thoughtful and heavily detailed description of the Indian people. In some
ways, it is an exciting boy’s adventure story; in others, it is a precursor to spy stories that
captivate contemporary media. In any case, it does seem to be a gift to the Indian people, without
which he would not have had the content necessary for some of the greatest and most enduring
works of literature. In his novel Kim, the main character is described in this way:
Though he was burned black as any native; though he spoke the vernacular by
preference, and his mother-tongue in a clipped uncertain sing-song; though he
consorted on terms of perfect equality with the small boys of the bazaar; Kim was
white—a poor white of the very poorest. (49)

In Carlson’s picture book A Brother for the Orphelines (the French word for a female orphan), the word
“orpheline” appears numerous times each chapter. The audience is constantly reminded that the main
character Josine is an orphan, making this fact an unforgettable part of her identity.
10

Kim as children’s literature is a debatable topic; however, most children’s literature scholars consider it
to be admissible. Judith Plot’s essay “The Empire of Youth: Crossing and Double-Crossing Cultural
Barriers in Kipling's Kim” gives a nice overview of this debate (125).
11
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Like most orphan characters, Kim suffers from an identity crisis throughout the text. It has been
noted that “Kim does not establish his identity through political action; his search for selfknowledge takes him across lines of colour and caste” (Blackburn 79). Something very
important is happening here for Kipling scholars: the idea of “perfect equality,” which is quite an
elusive theme in Kipling’s work. In addition, it echoes Kipling’s autobiography Something of
Myself, where Kipling admitted his linguistic preference for Hindustani in his early years (4).
Most importantly, Kipling shows that it is quite possible, under certain circumstances, for a sahib
to be misidentified as an Indian child—and this is more than Kipling’s universal fondness for
children in general; it is Kipling’s admission of how one can embody both cultures
simultaneously, even if at times one culture is more dominant than the other, and it is difficult
not to make autobiographical parallels here. It is common for orphan characters to embody two
or more identities simultaneously depending on the need. For Kim, his dual identity causes him
great pain. Towards the end of the novel, Kim makes many statements regarding his identity. He
says, “I am not a Sahib [master]. I am thy chela [student]…” (319). He continues later, crying, “I
am Kim. I am Kim. And what is Kim?” Kipling tells us: “His soul repeated it again and again”
(331). Karen Coat’s integral text of children’s literature criticism, Looking Glasses and
Neverlands, can shed some more light on this issue. Coats argues that much of children’s
literature depends on the creation of a child’s nature. According to Coats:
Most studies of children’s literature that focus on the formation of identity, which
is only a part of subjectivity, which in turn is only part of what I call the self.
Identity in psychoanalytic parlance refers to the more public, social representation
of the self—the part over which we have the most control. (Looking Glasses and
Neverlands)
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For the orphan, the formation of an identity that will allow him or her to blend in with society
and cease being an “other” is almost impossible, although an orphan character often possesses
chameleon-like characteristics that allow him or her to make a semi-successful attempt at
blending in. Kim desperately wants to please his teacher, but he is also influenced by the
overbearing Whiteness of his background and that of Imperial India. In chapter four, Kim states
proudly, “Was there ever such a disciple as I?...All earth would have picked thy bones…if I had
not guarded thee” (109). Kim is not only the lama’s student, but also, at times, his protector. Kim
defends his master against all criticism based on his caste. Kim says, “He is not a down-country
beggar…He is the most holy of holy men. He is above all castes…” (115). Kim’s connection to
Imperial culture coupled with his devotion to the lama causes an almost complete mental
breakdown in our bicultural/biracial hero. Kim’s identity crisis is common in the orphan hero,
and real orphans must also deal with similar identity issues when faced with the task of
combining their past and present identities. According to Plotz, “Kim is set up as the boy who
could be virtually anything” (113). Plotz continues, “Though he knows or seeks to know all the
castes of India, he is bound to none and drawn to all” (Plotz 113).12 Most orphan characters’
identities follow a similar composition: they can belong to society or they can alienate
themselves—they can conform or they can remained othered. They have the power to transcend
ideas of class and status; because the orphan exists outside the traditional familial and/or societal
structure, he or she can choose to enter the status quo at any point or level (or remain outside).
In Homi Bhaba’s The Location of Culture, he explores the hybrid nature of postcolonial
identity. His main purpose is to complicate the use of polarities (colonizer/colonized, for
example), and ultimately redefine the effects of the postcolonial era. Bhaba argues that the
12

Plot’s article comes from volume 20 of the Children’s Literature journal; this volume is entirely
devoted to Kipling.
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polarities become so intertwined that they become barely recognizable, and imperialism creates
hybrids as opposed to polar opposites. He states, “Hybridity is a problematic of colonial
representation and individuation that reverses the effects of the colonialist disavowal, so that
other ‘denied’ knowledges enter upon the dominant discourse and estrange the basis of its
authority” (114). For Bhaba, the polarities disappear after colonization until the pure colonizer
and the pure colonized can no longer be found. The colonized victim and his or her knowledge
becomes a part of the neo-culture, and this eventually subverts the authoritarian discussion.
Recognizing imperialism in another becomes largely a matter of perspective, since the colonizer
and the colonized can switch places or occupy both spaces simultaneously, creating a chameleon
of sorts whose goal is to survive. Since those involved in the effects of colonization all share
aspects of one another, they form the hybrid. According to Bhaba, “the non-synchronous
temporality of global and national cultures opens up a cultural space—a third space—where the
negotiation of incommensurable differences creates a tension peculiar to borderline existences”
(218). A citizen of post-colonial society causes the spaces of the colonized and the colonizer to
be polarities of fantasy. The idea of a national identity has been subverted countless times—no
matter where the citizen calls home. Even the colonizers under question, the English, have no
clear national identity—they have been conquered innumerable times. England is a multicultural
country where numerous cultures identify as English, making English identity a fantastical
definition; skin color is irrelevant. The same problem exists for most countries of the world,
including Kipling’s India. Any stable national identity is temporary, if it exists at all; they are
neither one or the other but a hybrid of both. Bhaba calls this a “tension peculiar to borderline
existence,” where any citizen can identify with many cultures simultaneously, and he or she is
pushed and pulled by these influences until the third space is discovered. The third space is
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whatever the orphan chooses as his or her identity. In other words, the hybrid will endure, and
those who insist on polarizing the colonizer/colonized will remain immobile. It is only through
the hybrid that progression is possible. The orphan will only become a true hero through this
final progression. Kim must choose between the Great Game and the way of the lama; Mowgli
must choose between the jungle life or an imperial life. Ultimately, a hybrid will form out of
sheer necessity, for both sides of the identity are needed for true maturity.
The hybrid orphan Mowgli is not the only orphan in The Jungle Book text, since his
nemesis, Shere Khan, is also an orphan of sorts: he is hated by all of the orphan creatures and
even his mother did not love him. Shere Khan brings to mind another famous tiger—that of
William Blake’s “tiger.” Blake and Kipling are both famous for bringing tigers to life. Blake’s
“The Tyger” is a thrilling, enigmatic poem that has stood the test of time. Similarly, Kipling’s
fearsome villain Shere Khan has been immortalized in the minds of children thanks to Disney.
William Blake, whose “innocence and experience” poems are often considered connected to the
history of children’s literature, does not seem to be an obvious choice of comparison for Kipling
(who is largely understood to be one of the most conservative writers of his time). Although
Blake is not technically a writer of children’s literature, his poems often appear in poetry
anthologies for children, and he wrote about the mistreated, neglected child; this was before the
Victorian Age, when it was popular to care about orphans. Without The Jungle Book, Blake’s
influence on Kipling might not be as obvious.
Unlike Kipling’s work for children, Blake’s “The Tyger” does not at all suffer from a
lack of discussion. Kipling’s legendary tiger is directly inspired by Blake’s tiger, which predates
Shere Khan by exactly one hundred years. Not only that, but Kipling is playing with Blake’s
philosophy about the nature of innocence and experience and what causes a character to move
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from one mindset to another. Orphans are often robbed of their innocence quite early, and this
causes many characters to mature before their time. Mowgli’s killing of the tiger increases his
experience, and the reader no longer sees him as a mournful, innocent orphan.
Blake’s influence in The Jungle Book is palpable--once the reader comes across chapter
five, entitled “Tiger! Tiger!,” the connection cannot be avoided. Blake’s ideas and images infuse
the relationship between Mowgli (Kipling’s main character) and Shere Khan throughout the
whole book.

Fig. 1. Above is the Marvel Comics interpretation of the Shere Khan/Mowgli relationship
(Kane).

The graphic interpretations highlight the ways that Kipling’s orphans suggest his
ambivalence about Empire and Othering. Shere Khan looms over Mowgli here—increasing his
sense of an impending identity crisis. Like many media representations of these two, Shere Khan
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is pictured as vivid and glowing (think of Blake’s “burning” tiger) and Mowgli’s youth and small
stature is emphasized. This makes Mowgli’s “triumph” over Shere Khan even more amazing
(specific passages are discussed below). According to Gilbert, the Jungle Book is a work “in
which animals, by confronting the world on their own terms, help to illuminate the experiences
of men” (168). Mowgli’s transformation is defined by his relationship with the tiger. He decides
that achieving manhood is synonymous with slaying the tiger, but once he does, he moves into
experience, and the transformation leaves him lost and depressed for a time.
Like all the other chapters, “Tiger! Tiger!” begins and ends with poetry. When these
poems are compared to Blake’s poem, there seems to be an interesting connection between them.
Because Kipling begins his chapter with the Blake reference and a poem about a tiger, it seems
obvious that Kipling wants his readers to consider Blake and his poem when considering this
chapter. However, the subject and tone of the first poem brings to light the changes that Kipling
has made to Blake’s tiger: it has been wounded. Kipling’s version of Blake’s poem appears to be
a satire of it, with the speaker partaking in a scornful tone:
What of the hunting, hunter bold?
Brother, the watch was long and cold.
What of the quarry ye went to kill?
Brother, he crops in the Jungle still.
Where is the power that made your pride?
Brother, it ebbs from my flank and side.
Where is the haste that ye hurry by?
Brother, I go to my lair-to die! (73)
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Like Blake’s poem, Kipling integrates questions. However, Kipling answers the questions and
Blake does not: this allows Kipling’s speaker to mock the tiger. However, like Blake’s poem, it
is written in couplets. Most importantly, Kipling is taking the bold power of Blake’s tiger and
exposing weaknesses. The speaker of Kipling’s poem continually asks the tiger about what has
happened to his unflinching, dominant nature. It is as if the speaker is commenting on the tiger’s
original fearless appearance, one hundred years before, in Blake’s famous poem. Kipling has
taken Blake’s immortal tiger and made him mortal. Finally, it is the speaker of the poem who
must be discovered. Interestingly, if Mowgli is considered to be the speaker of all these poems,
then it seems Kipling’s character is deliberately poking fun at Shere Khan, and thus Blake’s tiger
as well. Mowgli attempts to strip the tiger of the power that Blake has given him. By taking
possession of the tiger’s pelt, Mowgli increases his supernatural ability by taking on the
animalistic strength of his enemy. If the following well-known lines of the poem (particularly the
first, second, and last stanzas) are read from the perspective of Mowgli, then the satire becomes
immensely clear:
Tyger! Tyger! Burning bright
In the forests of the night
What immortal hand or eye
Could frame thy fearful symmetry?
In what distant deeps or skies
Burnt the fire of thine eyes?
On what wings dare he aspire?
What the hand dare seize the fire?
…
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Tyger! Tyger! Burning bright
In the forests of the night
What immortal hand or eye
Dare frame thy fearful symmetry? (74)
It is Mowgli, of course, who eventually slays Shere Khan. Although Shere Khan is a severe
threat to Mowgli, Shere Khan has two important weaknesses: he is lame, and he is deathly afraid
of fire. Obviously, Blake has no intention of expressing lameness in his courageous, formidable
tiger. In addition, the dominant image of Blake’s poem is that the tiger is “burning bright” (74).
For Kipling, instead of emphasizing Shere Khan’s beautiful bright coat, he is commenting on
Mowgli’s continuous threats to light him on fire:
He strode forward to where Shere Khan sat blinking stupidly at the flames,
and caught him by the tuft of the chin. Bagheera followed in case of
accidents. “Up, dog!” Mowgli cried. “Up when a man speaks, or I will set
that coat ablaze!”
Shere Khan’s ears lay flat against his head, and he shut his eyes, for the
blazing branch was very near.
“This cattle-killer said he would kill me in the Council because he had not
killed me when I was a cub. Thus and thus, then, do we beat dogs when
we are men. Stir a whisker, Lungri [The Lame One], and I ram the red
flower down thy gullet.” He beat Shere Khan over the head with the
branch, and the tiger whimpered and whined in an agony of fear.
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“Pah! Singed jungle-cat—go now! But remember when next I come to
Council Rock, as a man should come, it will be with Shere Khan’s hide on
my head.” (30)

Fig. 2. Above is the Classics Illustrated version of this scene.
Notice how the fire outshines the brightness of the tiger’s coat. Mowgli imagines that he is in
complete control here. Blake’s tiger, “burning bright,” is about to literally be on fire, and we can
see the visual connection between the two texts here in Figure 2. Kipling, Blake, and the visuals
all speak to one another with this image of fire. According to Fido:
Mowgli first obeys, and then wields authority. A “training in leadership,” after the
manner of the Public Schools is thus excitingly transformed into a jungle
childhood. But Kipling’s passion for outsiders [much like Blake] is also respected
in Mowgli’s estrangement from human society, and ultimate alienation from the
wolf pack. He stands on his own feet, knowing, knowing that he has always
respected the Jungle Law, but avoiding the temptation to shallow conformity
which lies as a pitfall for the law-abiding. (78)
36

Mowgli is questioning the Jungle Law, much in the same way Blake’s children of experience
question their sometimes violent and cruel societies. Shere Khan is still a very real threat that
Mowgli refuses to feel threatened by. It is Blake’s depiction of the tiger that is ultimately the
truth, but Mowgli does not realize this until after his foe is dead. It is Shere Khan who will carry
him through to experience.
In Blake’s version, he writes that the animal is “burning bright.” It is important to
remember that “You don’t get more serious than Blake” (Oliver 53), but his fiery assertions are
suddenly downright comical if Kipling situates Mowgli as the speaker of Blake’s poem. Mowgli,
in his innocence, mocks the power of the tiger. As will be discussed later in more depth, it is
Mowgli who “frames” the tiger’s symmetry by skinning him and displaying it on Council Rock:
“Lend me thy coat, Shere Khan. Lend me thy gay striped coat that I may go to Council Rock”
(99). Blake’s poem can now be read as if Mowgli is boasting: “What immortal hand or eye dare
frame thy fearful symmetry? My hand! My hand dares!” In addition, the word “immortal”
emphasizes the fact that Mowgli has effectively deified himself among the animals because he is
able to utilize fire. He is “brighter” than Shere Khan.
Another similarity between “The Tyger” and the Mowgli poems is that neither author
shies away from mixing children and violence. Blake’s poem gives the reader a strong sense of
the violence that the tiger is capable of, and Kipling follows suit. Like Blake,
Kipling considered pain, violence, and even brutality to be necessary elements in
the creative process…he conceived of art as emerging principally from the artist’s
intense awareness—his profound consciousness—of “things as they are,” and for
Kipling, to be aware of “things as they are” was to be aware largely of pain and
violence. (Gilbert 161)
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Both Blake and Kipling used violence unapologetically in their work. The male orphan figure is
often violent, a characteristic not as often shared by female orphans until the latter half of the
twentieth century.13 Violence can be found in a subtle form in Songs of Innocence and a more
blunt form in Songs of Experience. Both Blake and Kipling used violence in the journey to
experience. Below is the tiger as imagined by Blake.

Fig. 3. The illustration above accompanied the poem in The Songs of Experience. It showcases
Blake’s unique style and imagination.

13

One notable exception to this is Anne from Anne of Green Gables. One day while at school, Gilbert
Blythe (her future husband) insults her red hair, and she cracks a slate over his head (126) Anne is a
character famous for her temper. Much later, writers like Anne McCaffrey (known for Dragonflight, first
published in 1968) and Tamora Pierce (known for Alanna: The First Adventure, first published in 1983)
make strong, physical women much more popular.
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Fig. 4 is a bas-relief of Mowgli threatening Shere Khan by John Lockwood Kipling.

According to Greenblatt, “To read a Blake poem without the pictures is to miss something
important: Blake places words and images in a relationship that is sometimes mutually
enlightening and sometimes turbulent, and that relationship is an aspect of the poem’s argument”
(77). Kipling evidently agreed with inserting appropriate pictures with his words. The original
Jungle Book was illustrated by his father, Lockwood Kipling, who was an art teacher, illustrator,
and museum curator. A connecting aspect of both Fig. 3 and Fig. 4 is that they are reliefs: the
surface is roughened (etchings) or raised (bas-relief) so that it is possible for the audience to
actually feel the image. The idea of combining pictures with words is quite an old idea, but Blake
seems to be a forerunner of the comic book because of the intensely strong relationship he
intended to express between his images and his poems. Similarly, Kipling made it a point to
include images in his works for children, and his short stories have proved themselves an easy
medium to manipulate into the comic book format. William Blake and Lockwood Kipling
actually appear to have similar unusual/troubling artistic styles. While Rudyard Kipling did not
illustrate The Jungle Book, he did illustrate his Just So Stories. The propensity for illustration is
yet another way Blake can be found in Kipling’s work.

39

Finally, the poem that ends Kipling’s chapter must be considered. This poem describes
Mowgli’s movement from innocence to experience. Killing his enemy has affected him deeply.

.
Fig. 5. Pictured above is the representation of this scene from Stone Arch Books (Bowen).
Notice the arrangement of images and the use of light and dark. Mowgli is pictured with his kill,
but he is hunched over in a submissive position with Shere Khan towering over him. He is
painted in lackluster colors while Shere Khan is triumphantly “burning bright” despite the fact
that he is dead. Shere Khan’s influence on Mowgli appears to be far from over.
Throughout the poem that Kipling wrote to dramatize this scene, Mowgli continues to
mock Shere Khan, and thus, Blake and his tiger. According to Kipling, the following poem is
“without any rhymes, a song that came up into his throat all by itself, and he shouted it
aloud…and beating time with his heels till he had no more breath left, while Grey Brother and
Akela howled between the verses”(97). Mowgli is making some interesting statements here;
specifically, this is yet another example of the fictional orphan’s extraordinary abilities—abilities
specifically given to him (by Kipling and by us) as a result of society’s intense, constant
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“othering” of the orphan in reality. A boy raised among animals understands how to beat time.
What does a wild boy with no education understand about rhyme scheme and verses? How does
a boy raised among animals understand how to beat time with his heels? Nothing, but his
narrator, Kipling, does. It has been said that “orphans early and late exude competence, decency,
and a near-magical ability to fulfill society's needs” (Nelson 54-55). Mowgli does not exhibit
“decency,” but he certainly possesses “competence” and “a near-magical ability” to adapt
extraordinarily well to any situation, even to the point of exhibiting artistic creativity in the
jungle, a place completely unaware of the human version of art; but Mowgli’s poetry in this
moment shows he retains his humanity in the animalistic society. Blake is a poet of rhyme; he is
known for his mastery of it. It is as if Mowgli (and/or Kipling) is making a statement about the
honesty of free verse, as if it is something that naturally springs forth from someone. The poem
seems to be a last-ditch effort to throw away the effect of Blake altogether, but the inherent pain
of this poem proves that Mowgli is unsuccessful in completely defeating his foe, which haunts
him even after death. Blake’s haunting poem and its power ultimately wins. In Mowgli’s
experience, he finally understands the power the tiger had over him, much the same way that
Kipling and other authors must recognize influences from their literary ancestors. Mocking
Blake and his tiger is not amusing to Mowgli anymore:
I dance on the hide of Shere Khan, but my heart
is very heavy. My mouth is cut and wounded
with the stones of the village, but my heart is
very light because I have come back to the
Jungle. Why?
These two things fight together in me as the
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Snakes fight in the spring.
The water comes out of my eyes; yet I laugh
while it falls. Why?
I am two Mowgli’s, but the hide of Shere Khan is
under my feet.
All the jungle knows that I have killed Shere
Khan. Look—look well, O wolves!
Ahae! My heart is heavy with the things I do not understand. (100-101)
This is the last story of Mowgli in The Jungle Book. The story began with the innocent Mowgli
mocking the tiger’s reputation (with Blake-like rhyming and questioning), but it ends with the
experienced Mowgli crying desperately to return to innocence (in a struggle of free verse). He
has become what Blake’s child characters become: experienced and jaded. His dual identity has
come to a head, and he is having difficulty coming to terms with his experienced self.
In order to understand the complexities of the philosophy that Kipling is referencing, one
must have a least a general understanding of innocence and experience as Blake sees them. His
Songs of Innocence and Experience and his Marriage of Heaven and Hell are the primary works
that Kipling is interpreting. Interestingly, he is presenting Blake’s philosophy through the voice
of a child: Mowgli. It is fascinating because Blake and Kipling seem at first to be very different
writers. While Blake’s poems have been embraced by children over the years and anthologized
in books of children’s poetry, it is generally understood that he did not write them for children;
he wrote about children for an adult audience. The Jungle Books, on the other hand, take Blake’s
“The Tyger” and place it in a text purposefully written for children. It is as if Kipling understood
that Blake’s poem, while not originally intended for a child audience, belonged in a format for
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children. Kipling was writing for the younger set, and he expected them to be aware of at least
his source for the title of the story. Kipling expected Blake’s poem to resonate with his audience
during the reading.
Mowgli’s main problem in the final poem seems to be that he does not understand the
conflicting, non-animal emotions he is experiencing. He is now officially an outcast, in much the
same way Blake’s experienced characters are often on the outskirts of society. According to
Murray, “Mowgli, the human outsider who must find his place in the wild jungle, was created by
a man who, himself, did not wholly belong anywhere, and who had to discover his own true
nature” (51). Kipling was a resident of India, England, and America; unfortunately for him, he
seemed to belong everywhere and nowhere, much like Mowgli. Though otherworldly and
mysterious, Blake’s tiger is a decidedly English interpretation. In The Jungle Book, Kipling is
trying to capture life in the Indian jungle. The juxtaposition of Blake’s English tiger
overwhelming the emotions of an Indian boy could be a representation of Kipling’s personal
identity challenge. Defining identity is a very human problem, especially for children moving
from childhood to adulthood, and Kipling’s life was a confusing mix of cultures. As an adult, it
is difficult to pinpoint the exact nature of the child: according to Gillham, “Innocence cannot
conceive of the fall, and Experience cannot recall its innocence except in a distorted way” (138).
Mowgli’s memories of his innocence are distorted, and the slaying of his enemy has shoved him
into experience with no way of returning.
In The Scattered Portions: William Blake’s Biological Symbolism, Baine says of the
Tyger that Blake “wanted us to look at the beast—and at ourselves in the state of Experience—
and to see it and ourselves not only as fearful, but as ugly and stupid” (19). Blake definitely
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wanted to instill in his reader a kind of fear; but it is a reverent kind of fear, similar to a “fear” of
God. Now Mowgli, on the other hand, does think that Shere Khan is “ugly and stupid.”
The innocent and experienced characters in the works of Kipling and Blake have taken
the journey from innocence to experience, but this journey is not without its loose ends.
Innocence and Experience become jumbled while the subject attempts the transition. This is
chaos, of course, but that is humanity. In The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, Blake uses the voice
of the Devil to explain this theory:
1. Man has no Body distinct from his Soul; for that calld Body is a portion of
Soul discernd by the five Senses, the chief inlets of Soul in this age.
2. Energy is the only life, and is from the Body; and reason is the bound or
outward circumference of Energy
3. Energy is Eternal Delight. (112)
This is the purpose of The Songs of Innocence and Experience: the union of opposites
which cannot exist alone as an absolute. The body needs the soul to survive. This is why
innocence and experience can be found in both The Songs of Innocence and Experience and The
Jungle Book. Each idea essentially bleeds into the other. This theory is easily applied to that of
the orphan story, as most of these characters can be defined by Blake’s philosophies.
As Blake states in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, “Without Contraries is no
progression. Attraction and Repulsion, Reason and Energy, Love and Hate, are necessary to
Human existence” (Blake 112). Mowgli feels all of these things in the above poem. That is why
he is lost; that is why he cries. His newfound humanity involves the above dichotomies, and he
has not yet figured out how to reason these ideas within himself. According to Nurmi, “A human
world must be informed by opposed yet positive and complementary forces which when allowed
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to interact without external restraint impart to life a motion and a tension that make it creative”
(21). Humanity cannot exist without contraries, and neither can these poems. Once progression
ends, life ends. Kipling leaves the ending of Kim open-ended…he may choose one path or the
other, or he may choose both, thereby accomplishing what Kipling himself could never do:
reconcile his British and Indian self. Kipling doesn’t give us much insight into Mowgli’s adult
life, but it can be assumed that one day, he will come up against the same struggle as Kim.
Kipling gave his orphan characters the power and ability to overcome where he himself failed,
giving him a permanent place as one of children’s literature’s most beloved authors. As
Rosemary Sutliff attests,“Yes, Rudyard Kipling still has an honourable place to fill in the ranks
of children's writers, and it is a place which, without him, must remain empty, for nobody else
can fill it” (27)
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Chapter 3
“There is nobody left to come”: Francis Hodgson Burnett and the “Queer” Orphan
Burnett sees her orphans as “strange” or “queer1”—and this influences how her readers
view orphans; this increased othering serves to enhance their power even more. According to
Burnett, “It is very edifying and profitable to create a world of your own brains, and people it
with inhabitants who are so many Melchisedecs, [a biblical figure with no family] and have no
father or mother but your own imagination” (qtd. in Knoepflmacher 234). Here, Burnett explains
her fascination with orphans: she is able to create a new character that has a specific background
of her own design; she doesn’t have to worry about the unwelcome influence of parents: Burnett
and humankind have an understanding of the alienated, queer, othered orphan figure—the
ultimate characterization stems from society’s fear and anxiety that surrounds the orphan in
reality. Because they represent so many human fears, and because they typically overcome and
conquer those fears, it is quite enlightening for the reader to see the triumph of the human spirit
despite the most crippling of circumstances. In her text The Secret Garden, Mary Lennox is an
orphan who shows her power mainly through nature, and Sara Crewe from A Little Princess
draws power from her own imagination. Burnett’s milder male orphans, Lord Fauntleroy and
The Lost Prince, suffer in comparison to these feisty females. However, they still follow the
same rules of most other orphan fiction: they have power, whether explicit or implied, and they

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, “queer” can mean “Strange, odd, peculiar, eccentric. Also:
of questionable character; suspicious, dubious.” Applying this term to the orphan figure increases
otherness by encouraging the reader to see the character as strange or extraordinary. According to the
OED, “queer” meaning “homosexual” is of American origin, and even though Burnett spent considerable
time in America, this particular use of the term did not enter American vernacular until around 1914, after
the texts discussed had been written.
1
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are othered2 just as much as their female displaced counterparts. Burnett’s tamer male orphans
are almost supernaturally perfect. Othering is often seen as a destructive use of cultural power,
but for the orphan character, othering only adds to his or her potential.3 In most children’s
literature, including Burnett’s, orphans are usually not depicted as traditionally handsome or
beautiful, but possessing features that necessitate a second glance; characters are often drawn to
them without knowing why.
Burnett’s The Secret Garden begins by describing Mary as an othered child, and in doing
so adds this text to other orphan texts that follow the same pattern. For example, when Mary is
found by an officer, she asks why no one has come for her before now. He answers, “Poor little
kid!...There is nobody left to come.” Burnett explains that, “It was in that strange and sudden
way that Mary found out that she had neither father nor mother left; that they had died…”

2

Edward Said has discussed othering extensively, most notably in Culture and Imperialism and
Orientalism. He often discusses empire and its effects on the displaced, which fits well within the often
imperialistic literature found in Burnett. According to Said, “…the facts of empire are often associated
with sustained possession, with far-flung and sometimes unknown spaces, with eccentric or unacceptable
human beings, with fortune-enhancing or fantasized activities…” (Culture and Imperialism 64). Said
notices that fantasy and empire work well together, and it is common for “eccentric or unacceptable”
orphans to be moved to “unknown spaces.” According to Kristeva and Oliver“There looms, with
abjection, one of those violent, dark revolts of being, directed against a threat that seems to emanate from
an exorbitant outside or inside, ejected beyond the scope of the tolerable, the possible, the thinkable. It
lies there, quite close, but it cannot be assimilated” (“Individual and National Identity”). Here, boldly and
beautifully, Kristeva captures the nature of abjection. The exiled figure exists within a society he or she is
still not fully a member of. According to Karen Coats in “Abjection and Adolescent Fiction: Ways Out,”
in which she references Kristeva and Lacan consistently, “Abjection is the process of expulsion that
enables the subject to set up clear boundaries and establish a stable identity” (140). After a child has been
orphaned, she must embark on a journey toward a new identity which is informed by her abjection and
her otherness. However, I would argue that the “boundaries” of identity for an orphan are not “stable”;
they are fluid.
According to Lacan, the other is “the locus from which the question of [the subject’s] existence may be
presented to him” (qtd. in J. Hawthorn 239). The orphan puts the reader face to face with his or her own
sense of identity—the more we other a group, the closer we come to a sense of our own “existence,”—an
existence closer or farther away from what we attempt to other based on our own experience with what
the orphan figure represents—loneliness, abjection, and power through othering.
3
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(Burnett 7). “Strange” is an important word here. Burnett consistently refers to her orphans with
the word “strange” or “queer”4 or another comparable synonym. Just in case the audience does
not see Mary as different enough, Burnett emphasizes it, just like almost all other orphan stories
in children’s literature. Similarly, Burnett begins A Little Princess the same way. Sara is
introduced to the reader as “an odd-looking girl” (5). She has “a queer old-fashioned
thoughtfulness in her big eyes” (5). In addition, it is said she “felt as if she had lived a long, long
time” (5). She has a “mysterious little voice” (5). She is not described as beautiful, “but she [has]
an odd charm of her own” (9). When Sara first arrives at her elite boarding school, the children
whisper about her, trying to decide what her story could be. They say, “the odd little girl…must
be at least some foreign princess—perhaps the little daughter of an Indian rajah” (11). Even
though she is Caucasian, they other her simply because she is from India; it is almost somewhat
of a compliment because even though they assume she is Indian, they assume she must be an
Indian princess. In Little Lord Fauntleroy, it is said that Cedric’s “beauty was something
unusual…he looked as if he had never feared or doubted anything in his life” (38). Before
meeting him, his uncle assumes he is a “fool…or a clumsy cub…,” characteristics he associates
with his “American blood” (34). Burnett’s orphans often increase their sense of otherness by
their foreignness5—Cedric is a member of his uncle’s society by blood, but his American
background keeps him from complete inclusion.

Burnett uses the word “queer” a total of 57 times in The Secret Garden and 34 times in A Little
Princess; the word is usually used by an orphan or in response to an orphan.
4

This is not uncommon in orphan stories. In Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “The Paradise of Children,” he
begins, “…there was a child…who never had either father or mother; and that he might not be lonely,
another child, fatherless and motherless like himself, was sent from a far country to live with him and be
his playfellow and helpmate. Her name was Pandora” (71). This is how Hawthorne commences his
version of the classic myth about Pandora’s Box, and her otherness is increased by her orphan status as
well as her foreignness; her resulting power is the ability to bring evil into the world.
5
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Like Cedric, Burnett’s “Lost Prince” is also clearly an outsider, and this is a theme
commonly developed in most orphan texts. The protagonist’s identity, closely associated with his
orphanhood, is established in the beginning, and Burnett spends time creating an intense
description of his extraordinary face and uncanny presence:
He was about 12 years old, his name was Marco Loristan, and he was the kind of
boy people look at a second time. In the first place, he was a very big boy—tall
for his years, and with a particularly strong frame. His shoulders were broad and
his arms and legs were long and powerful…they always looked again at his face.
It was not an English face or an American one, and was very dark in
coloring…He was as un-English a boy as one could imagine, and an observing
person would have been struck at once by a sort of silent look expressed by his
whole face, a look which suggested that he was not a boy who talked much.6 (8)
Like most orphan characters, he is not considered to be beautiful in the traditional way…but
there is a kind of magic about him that draws people in. He is special in terms of his larger than
average height and build. Like Rudyard Kipling’s Kim, other characters cannot immediately
discern his ethnicity. The supernatural qualities of fictional orphans that are identified in this
study emerge because of their “otherness” and the way they are othered.
Burnett’s texts tie queerness to mysticism or supernatural powers. The explicit or implied
quality of supernatural ability seems a natural next step. This is why orphans make such popular
heroes and heroines—any child who can survive the loss of what we as humans consider to be
essential—the parent—must be more special, more talented, more powerful than the average
child. According to Gerzina, Mary’s otherness is doubled because she is “estranged both from

6

This description is extremely similar in tone and purpose to Kipling’s description of Kim in Kim (49).
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her parents and from lessons about British culture” (3). British children raised in Imperial India
and returned to Britain were also seen as strange and somewhat foreign. In addition, Mary was
practically an orphan before her parents died of the epidemic: they took no notice of her. As
Gerzina explains, “British wives in India were often criticized for ‘falling far short’ of ‘domestic
ideals’ by both ignoring their children and failing to properly supervise the servants who looked
after them” (4). Mary is an outcast even among her own family and community. Once she returns
to England, she is doubly different because she is an orphan as well as untutored in British
culture and customs. Typical of the orphan figure, she is unsure of where she belongs and
desperate to find a place she can call home. When she firsts meets Mr. Craven, her uncle and
guardian, she is on a mission to rectify this. She asks, “Might I have a bit of earth?” (104). She
feels a connection to nature and is desperate to build her own place among the flowers and the
animals. Burnett comments, “In her eagerness she did not realize how queer the words would
sound” and that “Mr. Craven looked quite startled” (104). Her uncle sees her as some sort of
alien child who says strange things and makes strange requests. Children in children’s literature
often seem to occupy another world as well as the adult world; Mary’s garden is a magical place
that seems fit only for the secrets of childhood, and it is only other orphans she trusts to invite
there, like her friend Dickon and her cousin Colin, who are both, interestingly enough, halforphans. Mary chooses to befriend other children like her—Burnett creates playmates for Mary
that are also “queer” and “strange.” Mary intimately understands that she is different, and she
begins to seriously contemplate this soon after she is orphaned:
She had begun to feel lonely and to think queer thoughts which were new to her.
She had begun to wonder why she had never seemed to belong to anyone even
when her father and mother had been alive. Other children seemed to belong to
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their fathers and mothers, but she had never seemed to really be anyone’s little
girl. She had had servants, and food and clothes, but no one had taken any notice
of her. (12)
Orphan figures are often described in this manner, with an emphasis on isolation and
disassociation. They are loners, often even after they have found a family. They have thoughts
that they are reluctant to share with anyone. They desire a sense of “belonging” that often seems
elusive, despite their best efforts. Mary is lucky among orphans in that her material needs are
taken care of, but she is stunted emotionally. Throughout the text, Burnett emphasizes her
otherness consistently, saying that she is “a very small, odd little black figure” (22). Here,
“black” seems to imply the darkness and obscurity that seems to cloak her. Children tease her by
calling her “Mistress Mary, quite contrary,” and after she is orphaned, she remarks that “she had
perhaps never felt quite so contrary [different] in all her life” (22). According to Keyser,
“Sometimes, as it was for Mary in India, contrariness is necessary for self-preservation; and
sometimes, as for Mary in England, it is even necessary for self-renewal” (4). Mary’s
contrariness stems from or orphan status—even when her parents were alive, she was like an
orphan; her parents ignored her. In order to survive that neglect, she developed a contrary nature.
Her contrariness serves her well in England, as she uses it to discover the wild places in the
garden and on the moor. When she comes to her uncle’s estate, Misselthwaite, she continues to
be othered. According to Gerzina, “That a nursemaid is not hired for Mary shows how forgotten
and marginalized she is at Misselthwaite” (24). The maid, Martha, even assumes that Mary will
be dark-skinned like an Indian native. Gerzina states, “Martha’s expectation that she is black
leaves her with nothing, since she has lost family, home, country, and now her race” (26).
Fortunately, Mary begins to discover how to blend in, and the gardener Ben remarks that she has
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almost become “as nice an human as if tha’ was a real child” (38). However, the comment
clearly implies that Mary is not a real child, that she is something else. She is a creature more
comfortable with other orphans, animals, and flowers. She does not befriend children with a full
set of parents. She befriends those who are also seen as different, like the wild moor child
Dickon and the amateur magician Colin. Dickon and Colin are similar to her—they are strange,
stubborn, and seemingly irreconcilable with average children.
The first evidence of Mary’s power occurs during the scourge of her community.
According to Gerzina, “Mary’s drinking the wine and eating the food and going to bed may have
saved her from the worst of the epidemic. Like Rip Van Winkle, she awakens to a completely
changed world in which she no longer fits” (5). Mary survives what no one else in her
community does—emphasizing her power. The wine and food gives her strength and acts as a
sort of magical potion protecting her from disease. The soldier who finds her is shocked that
anyone survived this tragedy at all, and her survival sets her apart from the rest of her
community. She cannot remain in this place of disease and death—she must now travel to
Misselthwaite, where she will discover her parents’ place of birth and the power and beauty of
the English garden, from which she will draw even more power.
Once Mary arrives at Misselthwaite, she is almost immediately drawn to the garden and
the creatures that inhabit it. She has a connection with the earth, the plants, and the animals
(Cedric from Little Lord Fauntleroy also is enraptured by nature, except he seems more inclined
to simply gaze upon it). She seems more comfortable among nature, more like herself, rather
than the bratty, egotistical child she is among adults. As she walks around the garden, she comes
to a place that calls on her to kneel in the dirt and plunge her hands in the soil. Mary began
“making heaps of earth and paths for a garden” (10). A robin nearby seems to approve of her
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work. This encounter is the beginning of one of Mary’s strongest friendships. She even learns to
speak to the robin and feels as if she can understand him. The robin “caught sight of her and was
calling to her” (35). The robin recognizes her as one of his own kind and not human at all.
Burnett even remarks that talking to the robin “gives her a queer feeling in her heart” (36).
Mary’s relationship with the bird makes her feel the most natural, and that previously her
relationships with other people just emphasized how different she felt from them, as well as how
different they thought she was. According to Burnett, “Mistress Mary forgot that she had ever
been contrary in her life when he [the robin] allowed her to draw closer and closer to him, and
bend down and talk and try to make something like robin sounds” (59). Mary instinctually knows
how to befriend the robin and he eventually trusts her enough to show her where the secret
garden is (66). Mary and the robin become so close that it sometimes appears to others that she
has more in common with the robin than with humankind. For example, the gardener, Ben
Weatherstaff, notes, “Tha’rt like the robin” (80). Here, Ben Weatherstaff is comparing the quiet
way she moves in nature with the way of the robin, as well as their similar backgrounds.
Weatherstaff explains that the robin is an orphan like herself: he fell out of the nest as a baby,
temporarily injured himself, and ultimately became separated from his family, who eventually
abandoned him (36)—Burnett’s story of the robin is akin to Mary’s own neglected childhood.
The robin sees their similarities and becomes attracted to her because of them. According to
Boethius, “the robin courts Mary, ‘Makin' up to th' women folk just for vanity an' flightiness,’ as
the sour Ben Weatherstaff puts it (92)”. (191). Boethius sees the robin not only as Mary’s friend
but also recognizes the robin’s view of her as a female of his own kind and a potential mate.
Sara from A Little Princess has a similar relationship to animals who visit her in the attic.
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According to Burnett, “Sara chirped very softly—almost as if she were a sparrow herself” (8283). Burnett often describes her orphan/animal relationships in this way, as if they are able to
become whatever animal they are trying to bond with during that time. When describing her
attic, she doesn’t describe it as a lonely, desolate place as expected. She says, “It is almost like a
nest in a tree…if it rains, the drops patter and patter as if they were saying something nice” (83)
Instead of describing it as a home for humans, she chooses the particular word “nest”—the place
where birds feel the most safe. Her other friend, a mouse, “looked so queer and so like a graywhiskered dwarf or gnome that Sara was rather fascinated…one of the child’s queer thoughts
came into her mind” (85). Burnett’s go-to term for her orphans, “queer,” seems to be a signal
word for the orphan’s power as it comes into play. In order to communicate with the mouse,
“She began to make a low, whistling sound…low and coaxing…she did it several times, looking
entirely absorbed in it. Ermengarde thought she looked as if she were working a spell” (88).
When she is finished communing with the mouse, Burnett says that “She rubbed her forehead
with her little brown paw,” (88) once again, as if bonding with the mouse transforms her into the
creature with which she is conversing. Sara is “a friendly little animal herself and lovingly
understood their timid wildness” (163). Like Mary, Sara is often described as half-human and
half-animal.
Sara also seems to have a power over her dolls similar to her power with animals. For
her, the doll is actually alive. According to her, the doll is “my friend when papa is gone. I want
her to talk about him” (10). She speaks about the doll’s ability to converse with her as if her dolls
have done this before. Sara knows the doll when she first meets her, and she is certain the doll
recognizes her, too (11). She also believes that when no one is watching, dolls secretly go about
their business. She says, “If you stay in the room, Emily will just sit and stare; but if you go out,
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she will begin to read, perhaps, or go and look out of the window” (15). She speaks so
confidently about this knowledge that her listeners believe this seemingly impossible thing to be
true.
Mary and Sara are also suspected of being witches by several characters. The maid,
Martha, is shocked by the expert way Mary handles her disagreeable cousin Colin, whom the rest
of the staff cannot control, especially when he enters into one of his tantrums. When Martha
discovers that she spent a long time with Colin, playing and talking, she observes, “tha’ must
have bewitched him!” (121). The head housekeeper, Mrs. Medlock, tells Colin’s doctor that
“That plain sour-faced child that’s almost as bad as himself has just bewitched him” (166). One
of Sara’s new friends is also “bewitched by this odd, new companion” (24).
Colin, a half-orphan, feels “bewitched” by Mary. The cousins have both suffered great
losses at an early age, and they both have difficult temperaments; they understand one another.
The more time Mary and Colin spend playing in the garden together, the healthier they both
become. Colin ends the story no longer disabled, and Mary’s skin no longer appears sickly and
colorless. Mary, an orphan child, has done what no one else could do for Colin: she heals him.7
According to Gerzina, Burnett believed in “the ability to heal oneself,” no doctors necessary
(202). Gerzina also comments, “The themes of physical deformity, physical versus inner beauty,
and the possibility of healing and transformation are important to The Secret Garden” (16). For
Burnett, a healthy, happy person is beautiful on the inside and out. As long as Mary and Colin
refuse to eat much, display disagreeable temperaments, and remain sulky and depressed, they can

Colin is partly based on Burnett’s son Lionel, who died of consumption at sixteen. Burnett wrote that
she “would never get over it…” (Thwaite 134). She subsequently became very interested in healing
practices (Gerzina XXV). According to Gerzina, Burnett believed “in a higher force, the power of
positive thinking, a love of nature and humanity, and the ability to heal oneself” (202). All of these ideas
combine to ultimately heal Colin.
7
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never get well. Once their attitudes and appetites improve, so does their health. Mary’s
encouragement and natural healing activities give Colin the strength to walk again (similar to the
orphan story Heidi, since Heidi also helps her disabled friend Klara to walk again). Mary does
seem to possess witch-like powers because she is able to “make Magic and keep him [Colin] on
his feet” (197) with her indomitable strength of will.
Orphan stories in the Victorian Age “drew their power from the huge numbers of orphans
living on the streets of English and American cities. According to literary critic Laura Peters, “in
1844 alone there were more than eighteen thousand children in the workhouses of England and
Wales…” (qtd. in Gerzina 7). Once a character is orphaned, the audience becomes curious about
how the child will survive…even though the typical orphan does not fail, and even becomes
immensely successful, powerful, and/or wealthy. Fictional orphans live the lives we want for
real-life orphans.
Mary and Colin are able to use their newfound powers to encourage the secret garden to
grow, and whenever they go to visit their magical garden, they leave reality and enter another
world (another ability typical of fictional orphans). Burnett explains that it is a “fairy place” (79).
Similarly, Cedric from Burnett’s Little Lord Fauntleroy “was himself rather like a small copy of
the fairy prince” (41) Fairies are powerful and have human-like characteristics, but like orphan
figures, are described as decidedly otherworldly and not quite human. The association is,
however, a common one in the orphan story (J.M. Barrie’s orphan Peter Pan is also associated
with fairies—like Tinkerbell). As the A Little Princess character Sara explains, “I am living in a
fairy story. I feel as if I might be a fairy myself, and be able to turn things into anything else”
(157). Sara is able to transform her pitiable and unattractive attic space into a palace fit for a
princess, and Mary is able to turn the seemingly dead secret garden in to an Eden-like paradise.
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According to Sara, “I am a princess, and I am a fairy one, and because I am a fairy nothing can
hurt me…” (117). The other characters in A Little Princess respect her, or are scared of her, or
both. Her imagination is so strong that she makes her make-believe real, a talent that real
children would be eager to have. In addition, her father explains her association with books,
which are also a part of her imagination: “She doesn’t read them…she gobbles them up as if she
were a little wolf instead of a little girl” (9). Once she reads them, she imagines herself within the
storybook world, and then she is able to invite her classmates to join her in this fantasy world,
which is quite real to her. When she told stories to her classmates “she forgot that she was
talking to listening children; she saw and lived with the fairy folk, or the kings and queens and
beautiful ladies, whose adventures she was narrating” (35) Burnett calls the gift of storytelling
“the greatest power Sara possessed” (35).Sara believes the stories she tells are true as anything
biblical (37). 8
Like Sara and Mary, the character Cedric from Little Lord Fauntleroy exudes power.
Cedric’s grandfather imagines what it will be like when he inherits his estate and has very
intense feelings about it:
he realized very strongly what power for good or evil would be given in the future
to this one small boy standing there…that a great deal of power might…be given
to him now, and that if his young nature were not a simple and generous one, it

In her explanatory notes for this scene, Knoepflmacher explains, “Sara’s contention that fairy tales are
compatible with spiritual narratives is in keeping with the ideas and practices of George MacDonald,
whom Burnett had met and whose work she admired” (232). Macdonald is known as much for his
children’s literature as he is for his religious works. One of his most popular texts for children includes
The Back of the North Wind, a fantasy with strong religious overtones.
8
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might be the worst thing that could happen, not only for others, but for himself.
(62)
He is grateful that Cedric is as perfectly good as he is, because he shows that he can exert
powerful influence over his people, and if Cedric is a greedy or sinful boy the results would be
disastrous. Cedric’s influence over his formerly gruff and stern grandfather is further described
this way: “The fact was that the strongest power to influence the Earl was his grandson’s perfect
confidence in him—the fact that Cedric always believed that his grandfather was going to do
what was right and generous” (83). Cedric has a power that is typically given to female
orphans—the ability to make someone a better person. His overwhelming goodness is
reminiscent of other female orphans with the same ability: the protagonists of Anne of Green
Gables, Pollyanna, and the feminized Oliver Twist, for instance. Like Sara with her powerful
imagination, it is thought that “The boy can do anything…anything!” (85).
Burnett says that Colin is “enraptured” by Mary’s tales of the garden, and according to
Gerzina, “Rapture, the state of mental or spiritual exaltation, is intense joy. In Christian theology
it refers to the shifting of a person from one place to another, especially in the sense of going to
heaven” (165). Like many orphan characters, it is implied that Mary has the ability to transport
herself from a real location to a metaphysical or fantastical one. Like the stories of Elizabeth
Goudge, Burnett implies that the power of the children stems from a religious, most likely
Christian, source. Burnett’s orphan Cedric is also described spiritually, especially when a
character says, “I have heard it said that the child has worked miracles, and I begin to believe it”
(88). Throughout the text, Cedric is described as having a Jesus-like righteousness that
overwhelms his character.
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Like the thoroughly virtuous Cedric, who does not recognize class distinctions, Mary
takes to the common-born Dickon immediately, and considers him her equal, if not her better.
Orphans are often seen as without social class. Mary is upper class, and previous to her
friendship with Dickon she treats most other characters (besides her uncle) with disdain and
arrogance. His sister Martha describes him this way: “Everybody knows him. Dickon’s
wanderin’ about everywhere. Th’ very blackberries an’ heather-bells knows him. I warrant th’
foxes shows him where their cubs lies an’ th’ skylarks doesn’t hide their nests from him” (39).
Martha also says later that “Our Dickon can make a flower grow out of a brick walk. Mother
says he just whispers things out o’ th’ ground” (73). Mary has an instinctive sense of her
connection with nature, but it is Dickon who encourages her talents and recognizes her skill with
gardens. Before, she only knew that she had a desire to run her fingers through the earth. It is
Dickon who teaches her how to understand flowers and encourage them to grow. Dickon’s
talents are fully mature, and Mary looks to him because she is just understanding how to use
hers. Mary knows of Dickon before she meets him, but even this knowledge does not prepare her
for meeting Dickon face to face. We see him through Mary’s eyes, and it is as if the god Pan has
come to life in front of her, showing the most explicit explanation of power in the novel.
According to Burnett, Mary’s first meeting with Dickon goes like this:
It was a very strange thing indeed…A boy was sitting under a tree, with his back
against it, playing on a rough wooden pipe…And on the trunk of the tree he
leaned against, a brown squirrel was clinging and watching him, and from behind
a bush nearby a cock pheasant was delicately stretching his neck to peep out, and
quite near him were two rabbits sitting up and sniffing with tremulous noses—and
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actually it appeared as if they were all drawing near to watch him and listen to the
strange low little call his pipe seemed to make. (84)
Mary is so struck by his power over animals and his intriguing face that she is immediately
drawn to him. Mary feels a connection toward him, and through the rest of the novel she remains
utterly fascinated, almost as if she was one of the animals who is constantly gazing adoringly at
him. Burnett’s description of him calls to mind Robert Browning’s “Pied Piper of Hamelin,”
whose “sweet soft notes as yet musician’s cunning/Never gave the enraptured air” (178). Like
the Pied Piper with the children of Hamelin, Dickon calls Mary to him. Browning also insinuates
that the Pied Piper is an orphan, since “There was no guessing his kith and kin” (175). Dickon
has a mother, but she is not a major character in the novel, and it is easy to forget about her, as
Dickon often seems quite autonomous. Alison Lurie calls Dickon “a kind of cross between
Kipling’s Mowgli and…the rural Pan…” (143). Dickon explains his otherness to Mary by
saying, “…I think I’m one of ‘em. Sometimes I think p’raps I’m a bird, or a fox, or a rabbit, or a
squirrel, or even a beetle, an’ I don’t know it” (89). Like Dickon, Mary is as much animal as
child, and as the novel progresses, she becomes almost as good as Dickon at communicating
with them. He also recognizes her similar abilities early on, assuring her that “tha’ll learn how to
talk to th’ robin same as I do” (94). Dickon sees in Mary a kindred spirit, and he expresses this
connection early in their relationship: “I know tha’ thinks I’m a queer lad…but I think tha’ art th’
queerest lass I ever saw” (96). Burnett uses the adjective queer to describe her orphan characters
so often it becomes apparent that queerness is a quality she believes orphans inherently possess.
The longer Mary spends time with Dickon, though, the less “queer” she seems—their queerness
is aligned as she comes to understand herself and puts her strangeness to more productive use.
With Dickon and Colin, who are also othered, she feels less othered and more natural. When
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Mary meets Dickon, he has already become comfortable with being different, and he teaches
Mary that it is acceptable for her to be different, too.
Whatever this “difference” is, it seems to be something that is recognized by Mother
Nature and her followers, the plants and animals. The robin, for example, believes that Dickon is
no child at all, but a bird like himself. According to Burnett, “The first moment he set his dewbright black eye on Dickon he knew that he was not a stranger but a sort of robin without beak or
feathers. He could speak robin (which is a quite distinct language not to be mistaken by any
other)…his movements were robin” (227). Mary, Dickon, and Colin may be strangers in the real
world, but within the fairy-like world of flowers and animals, they fit perfectly.
Mary’s cousin Colin is also quite powerful, even beyond the fact that he will one day be
Lord of Misselthwaite manor. For Mary, descending down the stairs to Colin is like going down
to the underworld. Colin is like a child stuck between this world and the next, and he needs Mary
to save him (Gerzina 141). Once he discovers his power as a magician, he will be able to
increase his mobility among the “worlds” of his dark room and the secret garden. According to
Colin, “The sun is shining…the flowers are growing…the roots are stirring…being alive is the
Magic…being strong is the Magic…the Magic is in me…” (210). Colin leaves behind his weak,
hump-backed, disabled self and becomes a strong, straight-backed boy who actually looks like
the future lord of a manor. His character is not quite as memorable as that of Mary and Dickon,
but simply because he has the highest rank of the three, “Colin, as he who must be obeyed, has
created a little magic of his own” (184). Mary does not recognize her magic in the beginning, but
she sees it in her friends. According to Burnett, “She was a great believer in Magic. Secretly she
quite believed that Dickon worked Magic…that was why people liked him so much and wild
creatures knew he was their friend…his magic…was making Colin look like an entirely different
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boy…he looked as if he were made of flesh instead of ivory or wax” (189). Sara from A Little
Princess believes in Magic (with a capital M) as well. According to Sara, when she discovers
that her attic has been transformed into a beautiful world, she says, “The Magic has come and
done it…the magic that won’t let those worst things ever quite happen” (150). The magic of the
orphan won’t allow him or her to be unsuccessful…that would be too close to reality, and
children’s literature authors seem uncomfortable with allowing their orphans to fail, since they
very rarely do.
It is Burnett’s character Dickon who has the most obvious kind of magic, and his
influence helps Colin and Mary discover their powers. Most importantly, the children combine
their powers to enable Colin to walk again, and Mary believes that when Colin first learns to
walk, “something was upholding and uplifting him” (212). That something is Magic. It is also
implied that Colin has a certain amount of telepathy. Colin says, “I know what you [Mary] want
me to tell you…I always know when you want me to tell you something” (231). As cousins and
fellow orphans, Mary and Colin share a special connection. In addition, Colin also reconnects
with his deceased mother, which is not uncommon among fictional orphans. Because of their
early exposure to death, fictional orphans often keep a connection to the afterlife. Once Colin
becomes strong and confident again, he comes full circle in grieving for his mother. In addition
to the help of Mary and Dickon, Colin believes his dead mother is still able to be involved in his
life. According to Gerzina, “Colin now acknowledges the role that his lost mother plays in
returning him to health. With the curtain opened, they can look upon each other. In a story that
begins with the loss of mothers, Colin and Mary are now under the protection of his lost mother”
(231). The orphans’ connection to death is no longer pitiful and frightening; their loss, ironically
enough, becomes their strength. Sara from A Little Princess has a similar relationship with her
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mother. According to Sara, “She went to heaven… but I am sure she comes out sometimes to see
me…perhaps they are both in this room” (33) Sara refers to her mother as if she knows her
intimately, and is severely offended if anyone questions her knowledge of this woman who died
when she was born (37).
When Sara finds out that she has lost her father, however, she becomes more powerful
and, while she remains a good person, begins to show that there is a dark side to her as well.
Burnett describes how her grief shows up in her appearance: “her face was white and her eyes
had dark rings around them. Her mouth was set as if she did not wish to reveal what she had
suffered and was suffering…she looked…a strange, desolate, almost grotesque little creature”
(66). The death of a second parent has further transformed her. She speaks to the cruel Miss
Minchin in a “strange, unchildishly fierce way” (68). When Sara is made to move from her large,
expensively decorated room to the attic, Burnett writes, “This child…climbing the stairs to the
attic, was quite a different creature…this was another world” (69). Sara is othered further by her
grief, and is called a “creature.” Her ascension to the attic is symbolic of her connection to
another world, the afterlife. According to Burnett, “During her first night of grief, she lived
through a wild, un-childlike woe of which she never spoke to any one…” (71). Like other
orphans, her grief is described as unspeakable; the grief must be suffered in silence, increasing
her apparent strength in the eyes of the reader. Her classmates notice that “She’s queerer than
ever” and that “She’s different from other people…sometimes I’m a bit frightened of her” (155).
Her friend Ermengarde at first does not recognize her (76). Even Miss Minchin, the dullest, least
imaginative character in the book, believes at times “that there must be some real power hidden
behind this candid daring” (108). It is common for orphan figures to be able to easily dominate
or manipulate the adults around them, and they often act like a special kind of powerful adult
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rather than the average child. According to Koppes, “Like the Cinderella tale, Burnett's stories do
not emphasize a change within the main character, but rather in the recognition of that character's
true nature. Cedric is ‘every inch a lord’ and Sara is a ‘princess’ even when the world does not
recognize them…The change comes within others, those who are influenced by the child's true
nature” (192). Koppes recognizes that Burnett’s stories often work from a Cinderella-type
structure—once the other characters recognize the orphan hero’s power, most of the change
occurs inside supporting characters, and the orphan retains his or her “true nature.” Cedric, Sara,
and Mary9 possess an extraordinary amount of power even if others fail to identify it.
This is why authors so often choose orphans as their heroes—their survival, against all
odds, makes them the best heroes available. And, as is typical with orphan stories, a new family
must be created. The magic of the children is so powerful that Archibald Craven, Mary’s uncle
and Colin’s father, has a vision of the garden in bloom and instantly knows he must return home
to his son (248).
Because of the orphan’s ability to move in and out of family systems, as well as the
ability to accept or disconnect him or herself from imperial culture, they are the perfect figure to
use to comment on English colonialism, as Burnett does. British Colonialism, by nature, seems
to have been the cause of many displaced and forgotten children. Although of English heritage,
Mary has been raised in India by her Ayah, or Indian servant. Her parents are almost completely
absent from her life. Her mother is constantly away at parties and wants nothing to do with her.
Her father holds a position under the English government. Because of who her parents are, she is
a part of the colonization of India. Mary is more exposed to Indian culture than her own. She
only ever sees her parents from a distance, but her Ayah follows her everywhere and grants her

9

Koppes recognizes that Mary’s character sees the most development of the three (197).
64

every wish. One thing she has inherited from her parents, however, is her attitude toward those
of lower class. As a result of her parents’ neglect, she has become a spoiled child without the
capacity to love. Her upbringing creates problems of identity that will follow her throughout the
novel. The orphan struggles with his or her identity for obvious reasons: the lack of parental
guidance and family structure, the orphan hero’s movement from place to place, and the lonely
feelings of disconnect from the world.
In the beginning of the novel, Mary’s community becomes afflicted with an outbreak of
cholera, and she becomes an orphan when her parents succumb to the disease. Her ayah is one of
the first to die, and so Mary is left forgotten in her room. She becomes the only survivor. She is
then sent to live with her uncle, Archie Craven, who owns Misselthwaite Manor in England. The
effects of being raised in colonized India follow her there:
The cultural fashioning of colonial children, to be sure, is beset with ironies,
ambiguities, and schizophrenic desires about "the pleasures of exile" and the lure
of "back home." The mother country defines her manners, her values, her social
position, and her racial identity, and yet, is still only a partial truth of her day-today reality. The glorious garden called England, is near and far, everywhere and
nowhere. (Phillips 171)
Here, Phillips discusses Mary as a colonial orphan, a figure fraught with a contradictory
understanding of her identity, an identity that has no firm definition. Mary is a figure of abjection
twice--even when she returns home to England, she feels out of place, and her uncertainty is
caused by her cultural problem as well as her orphan status. Her arrogant attitude further
alienates her from the rest of the characters once she arrives at the manor. She is a child of
imperialism who cares for nothing and no one. She treats everyone with disrespect. The people
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she meets and the garden she discovers are what change her into a girl who cares for others. Her
friends are rather unconventional for those of her social status, but her status as an orphan seems
to open up her possibilities for friendship. Throughout the novel, Mary’s imperialist mindset
gradually breaks down as she goes through the process of creating a Utopia within her secret
garden. According to Slater,
In Frances Hodgson Burnett’s The Secret Garden (1911), characters dig deep and
spread wide, rooting their spades and shovels into rich earth while planting
flowers that grow unchecked into a multiplying wilderness of color and scent. The
novel, in other words, is committed to roots and routes in aesthetics and form; it
explores the specificities of local and immediate place as well as the links
between that place and the world beyond. (3)
Slater uses gardening imagery to describe Mary’s construction of social placement—as an
orphan, she possesses connections to her own local space as well as “the world beyond”; Slater
understands Mary’s placement as one that is physical and metaphysical. Her orphan status
increases her freedom of movement and allows her to “dig deep and spread wide” to people and
places of her choosing—her friendship with Dickon, played out on the stage of the wild moor, is
not exactly appropriate to her status as an upper-class Victorian lady, but Mary breaks through
class barriers as if they don’t exist (and for many orphan characters, they do not exist). She
makes friendships that break the rules of the social order that she has followed all of her life. It is
through these friendships that Mary becomes the best version of herself; her friendships with
other orphans increases her sense of security about her orphan status. Mary is most often seen by
the other characters as different because she was not raised in England. The novel is a series of
scenes in which Mary either rejects or embraces Indian culture, which is a part of her identity.
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This is all part of the gradual process of change. Many critics have understood this story to be a
celebration of imperial England,10 but this assessment is contrary to many scenes within the
novel. By building relationships with those of all social classes, she ultimately rejects the
hierarchy that she has lived by all her young life. Mary learns something about herself from each
friend she makes. These friends come from all walks of life, and they are all beneficial in helping
her recreate her ideas about life and what’s important. Mary forms her own character and
ultimately discovers a sense of self that is part upper-class lady and part nature goddess.
One of the most important ways Mary casts off imperial England is by developing her
own society within her garden. This society includes her cousin Colin, heir to a wealthy estate, as
well as characters like Ben Weatherstaff, the old gardener, and Dickon, the wild moor boy that
seems to have more in common with animals than people. Her society is not conscious of age or
class—the requirement for membership into her diverse group seems to be strangeness and
otherness. The garden makes her feel as if “she had found a world all her own” (Burnett 79).
This seems to be the mission of the orphan story: characters have been thrust from their place in
the world, so they must create their own. Mary has been taken from her home in India, so she is
forced to construct a new one. The novel communicates the feeling that the garden is her new
home. The idea of home is essential to the orphan story: the orphan must find a family and space
to replace what has been taken from him or her. Readers are uncomfortable seeing orphans
wander aimlessly; we have a need to see the orphan settled and happy; otherwise it increases our
own sense of insecurities about the dangers of homelessness. Mary’s garden is like her own
personal Eden. English gardens have traditionally been very ordered and neat places, but Mary

See Empire’s Children: Empire and Imperialism in Classic Children’s Books by M. Daphne Kutzer,
Nurture Versus Colonization: Two Views of Frances Hodgson Burnett by Phyllis Bixler, and Goodly Is
Our Heritage: Children's Literature, Empire, and the Certitude of Character by Rashna B. Singh for
more about the history of discussion concerning The Secret Garden and aspects of empire.
10

67

deliberately rejects this idea. Her friend Dickon says, “ I wouldn’t want to make it look like a
gardener’s garden, all clipped an’ spick an’ span…it’s nicer like this with things runnin’ wild,
an’ swingin’ an’ catchin’ hold of each other” (Burnett 107). Mary embraces this idea of a place
without any set rules. Outside her garden, it would not be proper for her to be friends with
Dickon, who is of a lower class. But here she makes her own rules about proper companionship;
as an orphan, she has the power to make her own rules; there is no one to give her any rules to
follow. The garden is the one place she has been where she feels completely happy and safe, and
there are no traces of imperialism to be found in her Utopian creation. Burnett is able to use the
orphan to criticize imperialism, as most of her characters work against it in one way or another.
Cedric changes the imperialistic rules his grandfather uses to govern his tenants; Sara and Mary
make friends with those of all classes.
According to Daphne Kutzer, “the imperial British went off to India and tried to
transplant English culture by exploiting Indian resources,” but “Mary must leave India, return to
England, and try to root out the inappropriate behaviors and beliefs she acquired in India”
(Kutzer 58). An orphan character is perfect for this mission: already without parental guidance, it
is easier for her to make her own rules and discover her own beliefs. One by one, Mary admits
her new friends into her society once she is sure that she can trust them. Each new friend helps
her discover something new about herself and what she wants out of life. It is within the garden
that she finds herself free from any dominating force. Mary’s garden world is different from
what she experienced in England or India. Equality is one of the most wonderful things about it.
Despite her upbringing, she does not choose her friends based on class alone, and in this she
decides to go a different direction from her parents. All of her friends are either children or those
of a lower class, and her uncle ignores her much like her parents do. She has never had much
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luck with adults of her own social class, and so she looks for companionship elsewhere. She
ultimately adopts the sensibilities of these new friends and becomes a better person for it. Her
orphan status actually increases her room for growth instead of inhibiting it. Fictional orphans,
because of their lack of parental structure, have more freedom than the average child, and, thus,
more power.
The servant Martha is the first character who makes Mary rethink how she treats those of
a lower social class. After her first conversation with Martha, she starts to question her right to
treat servants as if they exist only to perform her every whim. What makes Martha different from
most servants that wait on those of the upper class is that she had never been properly trained as
a servant. If she had, she might have been more inclined to wait on Mary hand and foot. It is the
fact that Mary’s uncle, Mr. Craven, is mostly away from home that Martha is able to work there
without much training. She almost never comes across someone who speaks to her as Mary does.
Mary thinks to herself: “The native servants she had been used to in India were…servile and did
not presume to talk to their masters as if they were their equals…Mary had always slapped her
Ayah in the face when she was angry” (Burnett 28). This is a violent example of how Mary has
been taught to treat native servants. It is disconcerting that Mary’s Ayah does not stand up to
Mary, who is only a child. However, Edward Said adequately explains the Ayah’s behavior by
saying, “For the victim, imperialism offers these alternatives: serve or be destroyed” (Said 168).
Mary’s Ayah must be subservient in order to preserve her life. Mary’s experiences in England
help her to use her powers for good and not evil.
Another friendship that develops is with her cousin Colin. He is a bedridden invalid who
is nonetheless the master of the house when his father is gone. Her relationship with Colin is
very significant because he becomes a mirror in which she sees herself. When he has a tantrum,
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it reminds her of her own tantrums that she would have that made her Ayah miserable. Mary
says, “As she listened to the sobbing screams she did not wonder that people were so frightened
that they gave him his own way in everything rather than hear them. She put her hands over her
ears and felt sick and shivering” (Burnett 170). Misselthwaite Manor is like its own country that
is being run by Colin, since his father is away so much. Once Mary realizes the cruelty of her
behavior toward others and recognizes the same attitude in Colin, she focuses on making sure
Colin sees it too (Burnett 277). By using her power to put Colin in his place, Mary stages her
own miniature rebellion against imperial England. She recognizes that Colin’s authority wreaks
havoc within the household. Mary’s actions are a revolt against imperial England because she
systematically attacks a traditional English symbol of economic power. Mary is reluctant at first
to tell Colin about her garden, but this would not be conducive to positive change. One of the
effects of her upbringing is that she no longer trusts people of her own class, and Colin has the
worst imperial attitude of anyone she has ever known, including herself. But she eventually
decides to tell him, and the garden has a positive effect on Colin as well, and he becomes happy
for the first time in his life. This episode is the start of the process of bringing Mary’s new ideals
beyond the garden and within the mansion, which is representative of the social hierarchy of
England and its colonized lands. Mary’s transformation would not be complete if the utopian
society remained in the garden. It becomes her mission to teach others about the dangers of
imperialist attitudes. By the end of the novel, the garden is no longer a secret. She has opened up
the garden to everyone, not just those she initially chose. In this way, Mary does not exclude
anyone from her society and thus uses her power to break down the hierarchy.
Like Mary, Colin has been let down by his parents as well. His mother died when he was
born and his father can barely look at him because he looks like her. Colin initially treats Mary
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as a subordinate, but Mary crosses this line by telling him Indian stories that her Ayah told her.
Colin then comes to respect Mary as an equal because she knows things he does not, and this
increases her status in his eyes. It is with Colin that she experiences the most peaceful memory of
India found in the book. Colin, who has trouble sleeping, asks Mary to help him. Mary says to
him, “Shut your eyes… and I will do what my Ayah used to do in India” (Burnett 134). Mary
“leaned against the bed and began to stroke and pat his hand and sing a very low little chanting
song in Hindustani” (Burnett 134). Burnett uses Mary’s Indian background to inform her
otherness; she uses her cultural experience increase to Mary’s power. In Culture and
Imperialism, Edward Said has this to say about culture and inclusion/exclusion:
As the twentieth century moves to a close, there has been a gathering
awareness nearly everywhere of the lines between cultures, the divisions
and differences that not only allow us to discriminate one culture from
another, but also enable us to see the extent to which cultures are humanly
made structures of both authority and participation, benevolent in what
they include, incorporate, and validate, less benevolent in what they
exclude and demote. (Said 15)
This idea can be used to understand what is happening in Burnett’s novel. The “lines
between cultures” are constantly portrayed and blurred throughout Mary’s journey. There are
lines between Mary and everyone she comes in contact with. Burnett seems to offer hope about
these lines. The scenes between Mary and her Ayah are extremely negative because of the
arrogance and violence, but Mary gradually dissolves these cultural lines as she matures by using
Indian culture to bridge gaps between herself and others. The orphan figure is the perfect figure
to break down imperialistic barriers: they exist outside of the system, so they are able to view it
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with fresh eyes. Said sees culture as something created by humans, and, like humanity, there are
constructive as well as harmful characteristics to it. Mary takes what she likes about her cultural
experiences and discards the rest, thereby creating her own ideology and culture within her
garden. Because of her lack of family structure and influence, Mary’s identity is completely up
to her.
Martha’s brother Dickon is another friend who encourages Mary’s development. He is
the one who teaches her how to take care of her garden. Mary compares Dickon to an image that
is distinctly Indian. She says, “He can charm foxes and squirrels and birds just as the natives in
India charm snakes. He plays a soft tune on a pipe and they come and listen” (Burnett 142).
Despite her initial shock of being thought of by others as “the Indian girl,” she becomes quite
comfortable with comparing her friends to Indian figures. These images stimulate her
imagination and she becomes quite excited by the thought of them. Mary communicates with
those she likes in ways she learned from the Indian natives. If she does not like someone, she
speaks in the arrogant way she learned from her parents. In order to create positive experiences
with people, she yields to what she learned from the Indian people and not what she learned from
the Imperial English. In contrast, when the English servant Martha admits that she expected
Mary to look like an Indian, she is outraged. It is only when Martha and Colin treat her as
interesting and special because she is from India that she sees the merits of her experience. It is
not England that changes Mary from a bitter to a happy child, it is finding people to care about
her. It is soothing to the reader to see the orphan acquire new friends and family; it is unsettling
to picture an orphan child alone and friendless. By the end of the orphan story, the audience will
only be satisfied if the orphan settles into a new family.
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In order to defy the strict English social structure, Mary must not only leave India but
also explore beyond her new home at Misselthwaite Manor to defy England’s governing
influence. It is in the garden that she discovers a society free from the poisonous social structure
of colonized India and imperialistic England. The garden is a pure, Eden-like place where Mary
can start over in a government-free atmosphere. If her parents had never died and she had stayed
in India, she probably would have turned out as imperialistic as they were; she also would have
never discovered her powers that were awakened by an English garden. It is only by leaving
India that she can look back and see what was right or wrong about it. She learns from her
friendships with Martha, Colin, and Dickon, who are her redemption from her former
imperialistic attitude. With Colin she is brought face to face with herself. She watches him treat
those of lower-class with disgust, and she is horrified when she recognizes herself in him. The
way she treated her Ayah is the way he treats his servants. Martha and Dickon further deliver her
from her imperial personality. Her friendship with them causes her to cross class boundaries. It is
the children of the novel who are her salvation. The adults of the novel who are in the same
social class with Mary are representations of imperial England, and they are rarely helpful to her.
These are the people that she must overcome to complete her journey of self-discovery.
According to Jenkins:
The Secret Garden offers readers a place, a model that values difference for its
potential. It may be that the novel remains pertinent for adolescent readers
because it celebrates those othered by culture, exposes the danger of denying or
refusing the culturally abject, demonstrates the necessity of the unique, and
provides a dynamic model of interaction and value different from that which
dominates their culture. (440)
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For Burnett (and countless other authors), the orphan is the perfect figure to explore the
deepest fears as well as the celebrated strengths of humanity. They represent so many human
anxieties, and because they typically overcome and conquer those anxieties, it is quite
therapeutic, for author and reader, to see the triumph of the orphan despite the innate hardships
of such a status. However, the fear and uncertainty the fictional orphan represents is still there,
causing the othering that ultimately reveals itself in great power for the child. Othering is often
seen as destructive and harmful, but for the orphan character, othering only increases their
potential. Some of the features of imperial othering offer Mary and other “queer” Burnett heroes
insight into ruling and ordering a new world without as much positional superiority.
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Chapter 4
“The Enchanting Realm Beyond”: Pagan Spiritualism in the Orphan Girl Novels of L.M.
Montgomery
Anne of Green Gables and Emily of New Moon provide significant examples of the
prevailing orphan standard in children’s literature. The Anne series is a more lighthearted text,
with the innocent, elf-like Anne and her fairy-tale imagination; the Emily series represents
Montgomery’s deeper exploration into the darker sides of childhood, and it is often considered a
more biographical text. The power of Lucy Maud Montgomery’s orphans comes from
Spiritualism; it is a belief system that Montgomery has faith in, and she uses as a driving force
behind the strength of her orphan characters. Biographical criticism can be used to discover the
spiritual inspiration behind the characters of Anne and Emily.
Her most famous novel, Anne of Green Gables, was written in 1905, but she failed to
interest any publisher until 1908. In total, Montgomery wrote 8 novels about Anne, not including
the Chronicles of Avonlea and The Further Chronicles about Avonlea, which are short story
collections that include Anne as a minor character, and The Bythes Are Quoted, a text
Montgomery gave to her publisher right before her death, but it was temporarily lost and not
published until 2009 (The L.M. Montgomery Institute). She began publishing the Emily of New
Moon series in 1923 and the Pat of Silver Bush series in 1933 (Pat of Silver Bush is not an
orphan, and she lacks the power of Montgomery’s orphan characters). She published a few adult
novels, The Blue Castle in 1926 and The Tangled Web in 1931, but neither one of these texts
matches the popularity of her children’s literature.
Montgomery herself was a half-orphan, losing her mother a few months before her
second birthday. Her father ultimately decided it was best for her grandparents to take charge of
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her. Her father eventually remarried, but she did not get along with her stepmother (The
Montgomery Institute), and many biographers and commentators remark that she lived a lonely
life. According to Gammel, “Her cranky grandparents quarreled with the community, they
passed on as truths what she later recognized as prejudices, and they kept her isolated at home”
(21). It is easy to apply biographical criticism to Montgomery’s works--her life has some
interesting similarities with her most well-known characters, Anne and Emily. Orphan characters
often struggle with dual identities; usually, it is the natural self and the otherworldly self that are
at war with one another. According to one biographer, “From her Father’s people, the
Montgomery family, she inherited a romantic, hot-blooded streak…but her mother’s people, a
stern gang of Macneills, saddled her with a Puritan conscience” (Bruce 11). Throughout
Montgomery’s life, she struggled with this dual identity. She had a fiery nature that her strict
grandparents consistently tried to squash down…fortunately for her readers, they were not
successful. According to Andronik, “…because her grandparents were strict and didn’t approve
of fun and frivolity, she didn’t have many other children to play with” (11). Bruce states, “Her
most famous creation, Anne Shirley, also endured a secret war between how the world expected
her to behave and the wild, sweet pleasures her nature urged her to take” (19). Montgomery puts
much of herself into her characters, and before her journals were accessible, the best way to
understand Montgomery was to understand her major characters. This is true of Emily in
particular, whose nature most closely resembles Montgomery’s own. According to MacLeod, “It
took Maud only six months to complete the first Emily book, the shortest time of any of her
novels” (24). Emily is a dark-haired, strong-willed, proud character; she exhibits a strength that
all of the other characters in the series can see. She does not allow any other characters to
undermine her power or her identity. According to Montgomery, “…Emily had inherited certain
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things from her fine old ancestors—the power to fight—to suffer—to pity—to love very
deeply—to rejoice—to endure” (Emily of New Moon 11). But Montgomery created Anne first,
and Anne’s enduring popularity often overshadows the equally wonderful, passionate, and
intense character that is Emily.
Montgomery’s character Emily is depicted as having access to otherworldly knowledge,
and Montgomery herself reported that she had an unusual access to memory. For example,
although Montgomery was young when her mother died, she swore all her life she remembered
her mother’s death vividly:
Why was mother so still? And why was Father crying? I reached down and laid
my baby hand against mother’s cheek. Even yet I can feel the coldness of that
touch. Somebody in the room sobbed and said “poor child.” The chill of mother’s
face had frightened me; I turned and put my arms appealingly about Father’s neck
and he kissed me. (qtd. in Bruce 21)
To make matters worse, her father left for the Canadian mainland when Maud was seven. Like
many authors of children’s literature and orphan stories in particular, Maud had a difficult
childhood where it often seemed that no one understood her or even accepted her for who she
was. She created characters who made their families love them; her characters were so real to her
that she refused to subject them to her consistent unhappiness. Anne and Emily both have
decidedly happy endings; Maud’s life, by all accounts, ends in abject depression.
However, despite Maud’s intermittent unhappiness, she maintained a strong temperament
and personality. Ironically, orphan children are sometimes fortified by abandonment and
mistreatment, and fiction often mirrors this possibility. According to Bruce,
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By the time Maud was seven, she was unusually passionate. Her mother’s death,
her own bout with typhoid fever, her skinny frame, and severe colds made people
think she was feeble, but there was nothing feeble about her emotions. Anger,
sorrow, fear, shame, and outrage at unfairness were stronger in her than in other
children. (28)
This is how an orphan hero is created—the child must respond to adversity with strength rather
than weakness. Emily and Anne refuse to have anybody walk all over them and continually stand
up to authority.
One of the most memorable aspects of Montgomery’s writing is the Thoreau-like
appreciation for nature. As Bruce attests, “Outwardly Maud was a Christian, but what she really
worshipped was Mother Nature” (44). Just a few minutes of reading just about any Montgomery
text, and the reader is overcome with the most beautiful nature descriptions found in any fiction.
Nature descriptions are always an integral part of any Montgomery text. Anne has her “threads
of silver among the trees,” Emily has her “birches…hung all over with golden tassels” (23), and
Pat of Silver Bush has her “great fleets of cloudland” (48). Montgomery married a minister, so
her struggle with her peculiar brand of spirituality would continue throughout her life.1
Montgomery had her own ideas about how Sunday should be spent. She would go to
the heart of some great solemn wood and sit down among the ferns with only the
companionship of the trees and the wood-winds echoing through the dim, moss
hung aisles like the strains of some vast cathedral anthem. And [she] would stay
there for hours alone with nature and with my own soul. (Bruce 53)

According to Bruce, “Despite the tedium and sourness of the hundreds of Sunday mornings that young
Maud spent at Cavendish Presbyterian Church, she never lost her sense of the spiritual. She simply
channeled it into a religion of her own, a faith far removed from Presbyterianism” (44)
1
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Not only could Montgomery commune with nature, she could also commune with her own
characters (similar to Beatrix Potter, the author of Peter Rabbit). Whenever she was asked if
Anne was a real person, Maud had difficulty answering. Her famous heroine “was very real” to
her and “took possession” of her “to an unusual extent” (qtd. in Bruce 138). As she said,
Does she not stand at my elbow even now? –If I turned my head quickly should I
not see her—with her eager, starry eyes and her long braids of red hair and her
little pointed chin. To tell that haunting elf that she is not real, because, forsooth, I
never met her in the flesh. No, I cannot do it. She is so real that, although I’ve
never met her, I feel quite sure that I shall do some day (qtd. in Bruce 155).
Maybe it was that Anne was a dream version of Maud. Maud had a difficult childhood and was
raised by her strict grandparents; she often felt neglected and unloved. According to Andronik,
“She was very good at covering up the dark side of her personality” (69). Anne’s story represents
Maud’s wishes for her own life—although Anne’s early childhood is difficult, she finds real love
with a new family that learns to appreciate her and her gifts. Maud dedicated Anne of Green
Gables to her parents (147). She knew her life would have been very different if her mother had
lived and her father had never left. She made sure her own heroines were able to find the
happiness that so often eluded her.
Both Anne and Maud “truly believed a pond smiled, a brook laughed, trees talked, and
flowers had souls” (Bruce 145). She even felt that she had “known roses” that she “expected to
meet in heaven” (qtd. in Andronik 67). Even as an adult, Maud’s unique spirituality never left
her: “At forty-three, she still believed in the power of the supernatural world and the glory of the
natural world” (Bruce 151). Research shows, “The nineteenth century’s engagement with ideas
of the spirit world was immense and far-reaching,” and it extended to numerous facets of society
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in addition to literature (Kontou and Wilburn xiii). According to Tatiana Kontou and Sarah
Wilburn, “Spiritualism and the occult are not viewed as having been on the outskirts of society
and culture, but rather as culturally central for many Victorians” (1). Montgomery, as a child of
the Victorian era, does not seem to be unusual or unique in terms of her spiritualist beliefs.
In addition to her spiritualist appreciation of nature, Montgomery also had an interest in
the occult. This theme of her work is muffled in the mostly innocent Anne, but Emily actually
has real visions. According to Andronik, during World War I, Montgomery began to have
dreams that she considered to be visions of the future: “Maud, with her interest in the occult,
began to believe that she could see into the future. She tried to interpret all of her strange,
obscure dreams and connect them to the progress of the war” (103). Maud inserted her beliefs
into her fiction: Emily can actually save lives with her visions. Maud kept her interest in the
occult mostly secret, especially since she was a minister’s wife. According to Montgomery,
“Those whom the gods wish to destroy they make minister’s wives” (qtd. in Andronik 109). She
also had a friend who would play the Ouija board with her, and Maud swore that the board knew
things that were compete secrets (Andronik 110). Like Montgomery, her character Emily is also
uncomfortable with her visions and what others will think about them, and she pleads with her
friends not to tell anyone. There was one area of Montgomery’s life, however, where she could
be completely honest: her fiction. Montgomery often wrote magazine and newspaper stories to
please others, but Anne of Green Gables is entirely written in her own personal style.
In Anne of Green Gables, Anne’s adopted mother Marilla’s formal and strict parenting
philosophies and her adopted father Mathew’s anti-discipline come into conflict. During the
novel, Anne receives discipline not only from Marilla and Mathew, but also from the harsh
schoolmaster. Despite this chastisement coming at Anne from all angles, she manages to take
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charge of her own discipline, an ability which mostly stems from her fruitful imagination.
Similarly, the child heroine of Emily of New Moon receives strict discipline with brief respites.
Like Anne, she often retaliates against unfair punishment and manipulates these punishments
into philosophies she can use to raise herself. When Aunt Elizabeth wants to cut Emily’s hair
against her wishes, Emily states, “Let me hear no more of this” in the manner of Elizabeth’s
father, and Elizabeth, frightened at the look on Emily’s face, backs down (107). When Emily’s
teacher, Miss Brownell, wants to burn Emily’s poetry in chastisement, Emily’s expression
dissuades her (166). Anne and Emily are female orphans with the power to transcend unfair or
harsh punishments and live according to their own principles.
In Anne of Green Gables, Anne’s teacher, Mr. Phillips, insults Anne’s sense of identity
when he punishes her for her lateness (the boys were also late, but he does not punish them). He
says, “Anne Shirley, since you seem so fond of the boy’s company we shall indulge your taste
for it this afternoon,’ he said sarcastically. ‘Take those flowers out of your hair and sit with
Gilbert Blythe.’” (130). Anne, who identifies with the trees and flowers and is often compared to
a sprite or fairy, uses flowers to express her relationship to the natural world. For example, she is
late to class because she is frolicking in the fields, “as if she were some wild divinity of the
shadowy places” (129). In addition, Anne has been reveling in a purely feminine scene as if she
is a virgin nature goddess. By forcing her to sit with a boy, her teacher violates her nature
goddess makeup.
In L.M. Montgomery’s Anne of Green Gables, Anne receives discipline from many
sources; however, she often takes charge of her own upbringing, an ability which mostly stems
from her rewarding, creative mind. From Mathew and Marilla, Anne receives much-needed
affection, sustenance, and acknowledgement; from the schoolmasters she receives her education;
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however, Anne appropriates her chastisements and restricts the ways in which they affect her.
This is one reason Anne is such an enduring character: she is an independent, idiosyncratic,
untamed child to whom her readership responds.
The reason Anne is able to subvert authority is specifically because of her orphan status.
Anne talks to trees, flowers, and rivers; Montgomery consistently refers to her as a goddess in
attune with nature. According to Margaret Anne Doody,
Anne the flower-crowned is like a Greek maiden…her desire to wear flowers in
her hair is a touch of the paganism she represents, in conflict with Avonlea and its
ways. Anne is late for school because she spends recess like a dryad or a nymph,
singing to herself in shadowy places and wreathing flowers in her hair. Anne is
generally considered crazy because she talks to the trees and flowers… .(436)
It is because Anne is a child that her pagan beliefs do not offend the reading audience,
and it is because Anne is an orphan child that this affinity with nature is expected. Children
belong to a world unlike that of adults, and they have the ability to pass back and forth between
reality and dreams. Like Francis Hodgson Burnett’s Sara Crewe and Mary Lennox, and Rudyard
Kipling’s Mowgli, the orphans of children’s literature seem almost expected to have magical
abilities to commune with nature and/or animals. They are often described as “odd” or
“different,” and this is caused by their unnatural loss, and these ideas give way to especially
sensitive characters who find a way to connect with their environment because they are
outsiders. Any adult who spouts these ideas of paganism or mysticism might very well be in
danger of being burned at the stake during certain periods of history, but in the world of
children’s literature, this child/nature relationship is abundant and expected.
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Montgomery was a devout Christian (in her own way), and most of her characters follow
suit. However, Montgomery’s most famous creation, the redheaded, freckled Anne Shirley,
seems to follow her own unique brand of mystic Christianity combined with decidedly pagan
thoughts and actions. A large part of Anne’s social order consists of flowers, rivers, and trees
that she accepts as friends, and Montgomery often likens her to a dryad or nymph. Oddly
enough, Anne’s ethereal quality seems to complement her Christian beliefs. Montgomery’s long
history of readers appears to have accepted this strange pairing of faiths without question:
reviews of the time do not even mention the issue. Furthermore, scholarly research seems to have
largely avoided discussing the pagan elements that seamlessly weave themselves into her texts.
Montgomery’s style of writing makes the combination feel absolutely natural. Montgomery’s
spiritual language enhances the text quite beautifully, regardless of its religious origin.
Montgomery’s religious blend is possible because of Christianity’s often pagan roots, but she has
the ability to introduce this fact without offense to her largely Christian audience (Today,
however, Montgomery’s works are appreciated by readers of all backgrounds).
The otherworldly qualities of the beloved Anne are an important part of her character,
and the juxtaposition of mystic Christianity and paganism creates an interesting dichotomy that
proposes interesting tensions. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, mysticism is the
“belief in the possibility of union with or absorption into God by means of contemplation and
self-surrender; belief in or devotion to the spiritual apprehension of truths inaccessible to the
intellect.” When Anne is contemplating her relationship to God, she tends to shock others
because of her passion and complete engagement into this communion. However, her desire for
the communion with nature is equally as fervent, making it difficult to discern which spirituality
dominates her personality more. According to the OED, paganism is “Pantheism or nature-
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worship; a set of religious beliefs or practices derived from ancient myths or religions. Also: a
particular affinity for or sensitivity to the supposed spiritual or mystical aspects of nature.” While
paganism has several connotations and meanings, this is the one that seems to capture Anne’s
experience. She does worship nature just as intensely as she worships God. She is very sensitive
to her natural surroundings and is able to recognize the nature of the spirits within elements of
the landscape. These tensions, however, are not immediately obvious, as Montgomery’s writing
style causes her audience to accept Anne’s dichotomy without question. However, once that
dichotomy is questioned, it reveals new ways of looking at the character of Anne as well as the
supposedly Christian L.M. Montgomery. Irene Gammel calls Montgomery’s special brand of
beliefs “spiritual paganism” (135). According to Gammel, “Paganism was discussed widely at
the turn of the century,” and that Montgomery “deified nature” (84). She continues on to say that
“Anne was endowed with an extraordinary spiritual gift…Anne’s religion is an earthly
spirituality that belonged to the White Way of Delight and Lover’s Lane. She is herself a
creature that belongs to the irreverent world of wood nymphs and dryads” (84).
Early in the novel, when her new adopted father Mathew is bringing her home for the
first time, he listens to her chatter about her love of nature and imaginative games and silently
calls her a “freckled witch” (18). However, despite the fact that Mathew is a man who is known
for his fear of little girls (11), he is quite taken with Anne, and he seems to mean it as a
compliment. Mathew is the first character in the novel to accept Anne as she is, and he seems to
love her instantly.
Soon after Mathew has decided he likes her, she continues to prattle on about her natural
world and her affinity with it:
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I just love trees. And there weren’t any at all about the asylum, only a few poor
weeney-teeney things out in front with little whitewashed cagey things about
them. They just looked like orphans themselves, those trees did. It used to make
me want to cry to look at them. I used to say to them, ‘Oh, you poor little things!
If you were out in a great big woods with other trees all around you and little
mosses and Junebells growing over your roots and a brook not far away and birds
singing in your branches, you could grow, couldn’t you? But you can’t where you
are. I know just exactly how you feel, little trees.’ I felt sorry to leave them behind
this morning. (18)
This speech is the third time Anne has expressed affinity with a tree during their carriage ride.
The first time is when Mathew first speaks with her and she expresses a desire to sleep in a tree if
he did not come for her at the train station (14). The second is when she recognizes the dryad
within another tree as a “bride all in white” (18). However, this is her first tree speech.
Montgomery is quickly delving into Anne’s pagan qualities. It seems perfectly natural, and the
reader is already caught in her spell. Her emotions are tied to the trees around her. Trees in cages
make her cry, and it is obvious she considers them to be as cognizant as the people around her.
She is very specific about the environment in which the trees could grow. In addition, she had a
hard time leaving them when the time came just as a dryad would find it difficult to leave her
own trees. Despite the fact that Montgomery’s original audience was most likely Christianbased, her novel was wildly successful, and they accepted the hodge-podge of spirituality that is
Anne.
As Mathew and Anne continue on their carriage ride, the conversation turns to Anne’s
desperate need for friends. When Anne asks if their neighbor has any little girls, he replies, “He’s
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got one about eleven. Her name is Diana.” Anne replies with a “long in drawing of breath” and
says, “Oh…what a perfectly lovely name!” Mathew, however, is not so sure. According to him,
“There’s something dreadful heathenish about it” (23). Despite his tone, Mathew is right. Diana
is the Greek goddess of the hunt and associated with Anne’s beloved woody areas and wild
animals. She is the perfect counterpart for the nymph that obviously is a part of Anne.
After this conversation, Anne finally arrives at Green Gables, which will become her
beloved home; its surrounding environment houses all of the friends of nature she will make. As
Mathew lifts her out of the carriage, she whispers, “Listen to the trees talking in their sleep” (26).
While Anne has previously described the appearances of trees with rapture, this is the first time
she admits to being able to hear what they say. She has a complete communion with nature. At
this point, her training in Christianity has been minimal, but, surprisingly, with Marilla’s urging,
she takes on Christianity easily. However, it is a mystic Christianity that is shocking to her new
mother Marilla but amusing to Montgomery’s readers. Once again, this mixture of spirituality is
not questioned by Montgomery’s audience.
When Anne finally steps into her new home, Marilla rejects her immediately because she
is not the anticipated boy. Mathew is adamant that he wants to keep her. According to Marilla, “I
believe that child has bewitched you!” (33). This is the second time that Mathew’s experience
with Anne is associated with this word. It does seem as if Anne has sprinkled some magic over
Mathew. He is a grown man who has been deathly afraid of women and girls all of his life, but
after one carriage ride he wants this little girl in his life.
Marilla, on the other hand, is less convinced. While she will eventually love Anne like
her own child, the first half of the novel consists of her questioning the very spirit of Anne.
When Marilla becomes fed up with Anne’s constant chatter about flowers and trees, she orders
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her to be quiet. Anne then obeys so well that Marilla thinks she is “in the presence of something
not exactly natural” (38). While Anne’s interesting spirituality makes Marilla nervous, it makes
her even more uncomfortable when Anne is not herself. While Marilla is specifically referring to
Anne’s quietness, she also seems to be referring to the fact that Anne does seem to be an
otherworldly figure that would not normally belong in her decidedly Christian landscape.
The first day that Anne is there, Marilla tries to get the child out of the house to play,
mostly because the child makes her feel uncomfortable. However, the child of nature hesitates.
As Anne says,
“I don’t dare go out,” said Anne, in the tone of a martyr relinquishing all earthly
joys… “And if I go out there and get acquainted with all those trees and the
flowers and the orchard and the brook I’ll not be able to help loving it…I want to
go out so much—everything seems to be calling to me, ‘Anne, Anne, we want a
playmate’—but it’s better not. There is no use in loving things if you have to be
torn from them, is there? And it’s so hard to keep from loving things, isn’t it?”
(39)
In the first line is one of many juxtapositions of Christianity and paganism. Montgomery
compares her to a martyr, which is a decidedly Christian image; however, the source of her
suffering is not at all Christian: it is the fact that she is afraid to make a spiritual connection with
spirits she may never see again. Anne’s tone is completely serious here: she wants to get
“acquainted” with nature; she wants to make friends with plants and rivers. Most nymphs have a
specific element of nature that they are associated with (rivers, trees, flowers, lakes, etc.), but
Anne is able to bond with all of them. They “call” to her. She seems to be as much a part of the
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landscape as the elements she loves. However, once Marilla introduces Christianity to her, she is
a patron of both Christianity and Paganism equally.
Before Anne succumbs to the call of nature, she stops and asks Marilla the name of the
geranium on the windowsill. Marilla responds by giving the kind of geranium it is. She inquires
of Marilla, “How do you know but that it hurts a geranium’s feelings to be called just a geranium
and nothing else? You wouldn’t want to be called nothing but a woman all the time” (40). Anne
expects plants to be treated in a very human sense, with their very own names and personalities
to be considered.
Later that evening, Marilla is appalled to learn that Anne does not pray before she goes to
bed. She insists that Anne performs this ritual every night. She even has to explain to her what
praying is and exactly how to go about it. Anne, inquiring soul that she is, is willing to learn, but
she has lots of questions. Ultimately, it reveals her instinct to reconcile her pagan spirituality
with her new one:
Why must people kneel down to pray? If I really wanted to pray I’d tell you what
I’d do. I’d go out into a great big field all alone or into the deep, deep, woods and
I’d look up into the sky—up—up—up into that lovely blue sky that looks as if
there was no end to its blueness. And then I’d just feel a prayer. (58)
This idea about the best way to pray really is a combination of ideas. While Anne is praying to
God in this scene, she can’t give up the feeling that nature must be involved in this relationship.
Her first inclination is to reconcile her various beliefs. Anne brings this idea up again when it is
time for her to be married in Anne’s House of Dreams. Anne says that if she had her way, she
would get married in a wild landscape. However, she compromises. According to Anne,
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We mean to be married in the orchard—with the blue sky over us and the
sunshine around us. Do you know when and where I’d like to be married, if I
could? It would be at dawn, --a June dawn, with a glorious sunrise, and roses
blooming in the gardens; and I would slip down and meet Gilbert and we would
go together to the heart of the beech woods—and there, under the green arches
that would be like a splendid cathedral, we would be married. (13)
Marilla and Mrs. Lynde do not approve. Mrs. Lynde says it would be “queer” and “wouldn’t
really seem legal” (13). It seems that Anne has a natural affinity for a pagan wedding in the
woods, and nature would serve as her church. However, an important quality of nymphs and
maiden goddesses is that they are virgins. After Anne and Gilbert consummate their marriage,
her affinity is reduced to an appreciation of nature and not so much a worship of it. However,
even as a Christian, Anne does things her own way. As a little girl, she finds a picture in
Marilla’s house and is captivated by the image of an orphan girl who is standing off to the side.
Anne says,
I was imagining I was one of them—that I was the little girl in the blue dress
standing off by herself in the corner as if she didn’t belong to anybody, like
me…But she wanted to be blessed, too, so she just crept shyly up on the outside
of the crowd, hoping nobody will notice her--except him. I’m sure I know just
how she felt. Her heart must have beat and her hands must have got cold like
mine did when I asked you if I could stay. She was afraid he mightn’t notice her.
But it’s likely He did, don’t you think? I’ve been trying to imagine it all out—her
edging a little nearer all the time until she was quite close to him; and then He
would look at her and put his hand on her hair and oh, such a thrill of joy as
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would run over her! But I wish the artist hadn’t painted him so sorrowful looking.
All His pictures are like that, if you’ve noticed. But I don’t believe He could
really have looked so sad or the children would have been afraid of him. (64)
Of all these references, this one in particular seems to be the definition of Christian mysticism.
Anne has an incredible ability to lose herself in worship with God. Upon hearing this intensely
passionate speech, Marilla doesn’t know what to say, she is so shocked. She finally says that
Anne shouldn’t speak so familiarly about Jesus, that it is “irreverent” (65). Marilla disapproves
of Anne’s wild imagination coupled with what should be (for Marilla) a respectful, pious type of
worship. Anne’s speech might be the most understanding picture of who Jesus might have been
that can be found outside of the Bible. Anne is a mystic priestess in her own right in this scene.
Yet, it does not take long for Anne to be back among her beloved nature and referencing
the classical mythology that seems to be such an integral part of her as a child. According to
Anne, “just up the river a little way from the house there was a long green little valley, and the
loveliest echo lived there. It echoed back every word you said, even if you didn’t talk a bit loud”
(67).
In Anne’s relationship with Diana, there is a constant influence of classical mythology.
According to Doody, “Anne-Diana will have neither sexuality nor friendship that is not on her
own terms. The presence of the divinely named Diana suggests that the female libido is sacred”
(25). As a child, Anne does consider her relationship with Diana as a sacred bond, and it is a
celebration of girlhood. Anne shuns boys until the very end of the book and privileges her
relationship with Diana, which often has sexual connotations. When they meet, Anne
immediately declares Diana to be her “bosom friend,” despite the fact that she has yet to get to
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know her. Anne decides that they should swear to always be friends. The ritual is performed in
this way:
“We must join hands—so,” said Anne gravely. It ought to be over running water.
We’ll just imagine this path is running water. I’ll repeat the oath first. I solemnly
swear to be faithful to my bosom friend, Diana Barry, as long as the sun and
moon will endure. (99)
The above ceremony is completely pagan in nature. She does not promise God that she will
always be Diana’s friend. She uses the sun and the moon as visual points instead. Like a virgin
goddess, Anne prefers the company of girls and makes vows of commitment to girls.
But, while Diana is always her friend, her ability to commune with Anne over nature does not
last forever. At one point, they imagine ghosts into an area they have dubbed “The Haunted
Wood.” Both Marilla and Diana’s mother disapprove when they discover how real the ghosts
seem to them. According to Montgomery,
Diana’s mother had found out about the haunted wood and had been decidedly
angry over it. As a result Diana had abstained from any further imitative flights of
imagination and did not think it prudent to cultivate a spirit of belief even in
harmless dryads. (197)
The narrator makes an interesting point here. Montgomery calls Anne’s alternative spirituality
“harmless.” Montgomery, as a Christian, sees no issue with combining pagan and Christian
elements, much like Dante in The Divine Comedy, where Virgil, the Roman pagan poet, takes
Dante through heaven and hell. Montgomery is like Dante in that pagan and Christian
juxtaposition infuses a narrative’s creative energies instead of confusing it.
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Anne tries valiantly to please Marilla religiously, but she keeps slipping up. For example,
Marilla is very much concerned over Anne’s vanity, and it does seem to come back to haunt her.
Anne buys black hair dye in order to have hair like Diana’s, but it goes horribly wrong. It turns
her hair an awkward green color. When Marilla sees it, she exclaims, “Anne Shirley, what have
you done to your hair? Why, it’s green!” Montgomery continues, “Green it might be called, if it
were any earthly color—a queer, dull, bronzy green, with streaks here and there of the original
red…” (244). The fact that this dye turns her hair green cannot be a random choice. It seems to
recall images of the green man in Gawain and the Green Knight or the legendary Robin Hood.
These wild men were very much a part of the landscape, like Anne. By choosing green,
Montgomery is evoking these traditional images.
Anne’s childhood propensities resurface right before her wedding in Anne’s House of
Dreams. When Gilbert tells her he has found them a house, she asks,
But Gilbert…Are there trees about this house?
Heaps of them, oh dryad!...
Oh I’m so glad! I couldn’t live where there were no trees—something vital in me
would starve. Well, after that, there’s no use asking you if there’s a brook
anywhere near. That would be expecting too much.
But there is a brook—and it actually cuts across one corner of the garden.
‘Then,’ said Anne, with a long sigh of extreme satisfaction, ‘this house you have
found is my house of dreams and none other.’ (11)
Like a nymph, Anne feels that it is “vital” to her existence to be around nature. Anne’s
paganism is integral to her childhood. Montgomery’s spiritual language naturally infuses the
text, regardless of whether it is mystic or pagan. Montgomery’s religious amalgam is only
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probable because of Christianity’s pagan influence, but she has the ability to introduce this fact
without offense to her readers because of her enchanting writing style.
However, Montgomery had the tendency to become bored with characters, and her
biographers attest she became so frustrated that she was forced to complete novel after novel
about Anne (she wrote a total of eight books about Anne, and she also features in two short story
collections). According to Montgomery, “I am done with Anne forever…I swear it as a dark and
deadly vow. I want to create a new heroine now” (qtd. in Andronik 113). Her boredom with the
character led her to Emily, the character often considered to be almost autobiographical. The
main difference between Anne and Emily is that Anne’s powers are mostly implied and Emily’s
are very real. Emily of New Moon is of a completely different nature than Anne. It is altogether a
more serious series, and the heroine Emily has a more explicit power. While Anne does have
journeys into fairyland, her powers are implied, lighthearted, and usually unthreatening; while
the Anne texts have their tragic moments (the death of father figure Mathew, and the death of her
newborn, for example), it remains an enchanted fairytale of consistent contentment and joy.
Emily is a consistently shadowy text with dark humor, and Emily’s powers are decidedly real
and sometimes quite frightening, a fact that makes her family and friends uncomfortable. This
puts her character in stark contrast with Anne, who is jovial and charming. Anne is
Montgomery’s quintessential text, and it is easy to define Montgomery as an author of sweet and
innocent tales, a woman not likely to compose on the darker sides of life. However, as can be
seen in Emily and the short story collection Among the Shadows, Montgomery was capable of
eerie, uncanny characters that dwell on death, anger, and misery. Montgomery herself struggles
with depression later in life, which may explain the seriousness of the Emily series, which was
penned much later than Anne of Green Gables. Emily is more like the real Montgomery, a
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woman capable of dramatic highs and lows, as seen in the Montgomery journals. Like her
creator, Emily is a serious writer, as opposed to Anne, who merely dabbles in writing.
Regardless, the Emily series continues the tradition of the powerful orphan character. Emily’s
episodes of orphan power can be seen in four distinct aspects: her physical appearance, her
journeys into fairyland, her passion for education, and her accurate visions of truth.
Below is one cover of Emily of New Moon from Laurel-Leaf publishing in 1993. Similar
to most of Montgomery’s texts, it shows her main character surrounded by nature. Emily is
holding a book (most Montgomery characters love to read) with a cat at her side. Emily’s calm,
thoughtful eyes stare out at the reader, as if daring him or her to judge. This is completely
different from the Anne covers, which almost always depict her smiling joyously. The
seriousness of this text is evident by this solemn heroine that graces the cover.

Fig. 6. This dark-haired girl ankle-deep in flowers shows how Emily is similar to Anne but also
different. She may be a nature-lover, but she obviously has a more sober view of life than her
red-haired literary predecessor.
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Emily’s physical appearance, like Anne’s, is continually commented on by the other
characters and by herself. For example, early in the novel, “She smiled chummily at her
reflection in the little greenish glass…it was her dead mother’s smile…” with the “little ears that
were pointed just a wee bit to show that she was kin to tribes of elfland” (5). She calls this mirror
self “Emily-in-the glass” (5), and these episodes call upon Lacan’s theories of the mirror (posited
in his essay “The Mirror Stage as Formative of the Function of the I as Revealed in
Psychoanalytic Experience") where a child stares into a mirror until he or she is able to formulate
his or her identity. As stated by Lacan:
It is this moment that decisively tips the whole of human knowledge into
mediatization through the desire of the other, constitutes its objects in an abstract
equivalence by the co-operation of others, and turns the I into that apparatus for
which every instinctual thrust constitutes a danger… . (1127)
For an orphan, this process is even more intense for several reasons. The orphan child may have
an even fuzzier idea of his or her self if the parents, the sources of identity, are out of the picture.
Furthermore, once the identity is established, it is discovered to be even more intense because of
the dual identity orphan characters often have. When the orphan realizes he or she is an orphan,
it influences the creation of the “I,” an integral piece of Lacan’s theory. According to Coats,
“Lacan’s formulation that ‘desire is the desire of the other’ means, in this sense, that the child
desires to enter into the discourse of the big Other, the Symbolic order, that just as the symbolic
order wants her, she wants it. She wants to have an ‘I.’” (81). Montgomery was fascinated by her
mirror-image, and she gives this fascination to both Emily and Anne; an essential part of
understanding the self is to study one’s physical appearance. Even though a greenish mirror is
historically accurate, it also seems to emphasize Emily as an alien-like creature. In addition,
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Emily has the ability to call upon dead family members and have them possess her at certain
times. Also, Emily’s pointed ears are continually referenced by the other characters, and she is
called an elf so often in the text that the audience eventually accepts this as literal truth.
Her housekeeper also notices something strange about Emily and calls her “queer,” an
adjective constantly applied to the child: “You talk queer—and you act queer—and at times you
look queer” (21). Her friend Dean also recognizes something strange about Emily, although his
description is a little more positive: “You look like a star” (267) “It is not often we find one
made flesh and blood” (268). Perhaps she is all of these things and more: an elf, an unusual
child, and a star. People look at her and see what they need to see, want to see, or are afraid to
see.
Like Anne (and to be honest, just about all of Montgomery’s main characters), Emily
loves nature. Fairyland is a place where Emily and Anne dwell. As Montgomery states, “For
companions she had all the fairies of the countryside” (6). Father Cassidy, an acquaintance of
Anne’s, also recognizes her otherworldly nature: “She’s got pointed ears…I knew she came
straight down from fairyland. Sit down, Elf…” (194). He continues these references throughout
their entire conversation. Her powers of fairyland seem to increase with age: in the second book,
Montgomery states, “She always lived on the edge of fairyland and now she stepped right over
it” (151). Emily eventually gains the ability to live in fairyland and reality simultaneously.
In Emily’s discipline and education, she continues to assert her power against authority
figures. When her father’s housekeeper informs Emily of her father’s impending death, she
reacts violently to the news:
Emily stood quite still and looked up at Ellen’s broad, red face—as still as if she
had suddenly turned to stone…the colour faded out of her little face and her
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pupils dilated until they swallowed up the irises and turned her eyes into pools of
blackness. The effect was so startling that even Ellen Greene felt uncomfortable.
(8)
This image of Emily standing up to Ellen without uttering a single word is quite dramatic.
Emily almost ceases to be a child here. Montgomery’s description of Emily feels dark and evil.
The reader has one question: What power hides beneath those “pools of blackness?” Ellen
responds the same way any other human would: “For mercy’s sake Emily Bird Starr, don’t stand
there staring like that! You give me the creeps! You ain’t the first child that’s been left an orphan
and you won’t be the last” (9). In her attempt to regain power over Emily, she brings up qualities
that she supposes represent weakness (strangeness and orphanhood), but as children’s literature
shows us, orphans are the strongest characters, and Ellen has no chance of overpowering Emily,
as the rest of the people in Emily’s life will all find out eventually.
In another shocking moment of discipline, Emily becomes fascinated by a text the teacher
is reading aloud. When her teacher comes to the line “horns of elf-land faintly blowing” she
“sprang from her seat” and said “Oh teacher!...read that line over again—oh read that line over
again” (91). Her teacher responds by telling her to sit down and “mind her own business” (91).
One would think teachers would be awed, inspired, and grateful for such excitement as this
associated with learning, but Emily’s teacher is frightened by a spirit wholly unlike her own that
holds more passion for her subject than she. Throughout the series, Emily has a history of
clashing with her instructors. When the same teacher tries to burn her poems, she stands up for
herself. When her teacher looks upon Emily in her rebellious rage, she has “an unpleasant
sensation, as of having roused forces with which she dared not temper further. This tormented
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child looked quite capable of flying at her, tooth and claw” (166). Emily had the ability to call
upon her power at will, and the reader can see the power manifest on her face.
Charles Loring Brace, the father of the modern American orphanage, said that orphan
girls have “singularly wild and intense expression of eye and face, as of half-tamed creatures
with passions aroused beyond their years” (qtd. in Simpson 141). What Brace sees is what
Emily’s people see, something almost feral and untamed, a child that threatens the environment
of “normal” children around him or her. In reality, of course, orphans are simply children who
have experienced far too much tragedy too early. In fiction, our fear of what the orphan
represents (loneliness, exile, broken homes) manifests. The description above is actually quite
common for the orphans in children’s literature; all of our fears of abandonment are placed upon
the orphan character. They are described as uncanny, unearthly, animalistic, and magical.
When Aunt Elizabeth insists on cutting Emily’s hair against her wishes, Emily retaliates.
The “click” of the scissors “seemed to loosen something—some strange formidable power…she
felt an uprush as from unknown depths of some irresistible surge of energy” (106). The sound of
Emily’s voice and the look on her face stalls Aunt Elizabeth. She sees “the transformed or
possessed child before her…and fled” (107). Aunt Elizabeth heard and saw her own father, who
has been dead many years. Emily feels as if some unknown spirit has possessed her, and she runs
to the mirror and briefly sees the essence of someone else’s face. Because of Emily’s early
experience with death (the loss of her father), she is able to act as a channel for the afterlife, and
this seems to be where the power of orphans originate. They are touched by a world completely
unlike their own very early in life, and it forever affects them. Even after the death of her father,
Emily maintains a close relationship with him. Not only does she continually write letters
addressed to him, she considers him physically near. Montgomery actually wrote letters to her
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dead mother (Andronik 114), emphasizing how close she felt to her. For Emily, her “Father was
going through the door—no, he was going to lift a curtain…and he would slip into that world of
which the flash had given her glimpses…never very far away from her” (18) A curtain feels like
no barrier at all. For Emily, a powerful orphan character, it is as if no barrier even exists. The
concept of going beyond the veil or lifting a curtain to enter the afterlife became popular after
William Tyndale’s The Obedience of a Christian Man, written in 1528. According to Tyndale,
“Christ has brought us all into the inner temple within the veil” (111). According to the Oxford
English Dictionary, the phrases “behind the veil,” “Beyond the veil,” or “within the veil” are all
references to “the next world” (“Veil”). A recent example of this in children’s literature can be
found in chapter thirty-five of Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix by J.K. Rowling. In
this chapter, titled “Beyond the Veil,” Harry has lost yet another father figure, his godfather
Sirius. Sirius is attacked by Bellatrix, an evil witch, and he dies instantly. According to Rowling,
Sirius “fell through the ancient doorway and disappeared behind the veil…” (806). Like Emily,
Harry initially feels like his loved one is still easy to get to, and he rushes to save him. Another
father figure, Lupin (whom Harry will also eventually lose) holds him back. Harry is furious
with Lupin, thinking, “Sirius must be just behind the curtain, he, Harry, would pull him back out
again…” (806). Harry is a typical orphan hero who, like Emily, is able to glimpse pieces of the
afterlife because the barrier has been softened through his earlier experience with death.
Montgomery also shows Emily’s undeniable, literal power in her visions. She usually
calls these visions her “flashes.” According to Emily, the flash “couldn’t be described,” and she
could only say that “she was very, very near to a world of wonderful beauty. Between it and
herself hung only a thin curtain; she could never draw the curtain aside—but sometimes, just for
a moment…she caught a glimpse of the enchanting realm beyond…and heard a note of unearthly
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music” (7). Although “a queen might have gladly given a crown for her visions,” (6) Emily often
wishes she never had them at all, seeing how others respond to her power.
In retaliation for walking around barefoot one day, Aunt Elizabeth locks her in the spare
room in a scene similar to the infamous “red room” in Jane Eyre—and Emily sees the ghosts of
everyone who has died in that house. Emily’s visions do not always help her-sometimes they are
the stuff of nightmares (109-112). As discussed earlier, it is because of an orphan’s great loss at
an early age that they are sensitive to other worlds. Jane is frightened of the red room because
her uncle died there. Because of her affinity with the afterlife, she can still feel death within the
room. According to Bronte,
…I thought Mr. Reed’s sprit, harassed by the wrongs of his sister’s child, might
quit its abode…and rise before me in the chamber. I wiped my tears…lest any
sign of violent grief might waken a preternatural voice to comfort me, or elicit
from the gloom some haloed face, bending over me with strange pity…a gleam
from a lantern carried by someone across the lawn…I thought the swift-darting
beam was a herald of some coming vision from another world…a sound filled my
ears, which I deemed the rushing of wings; something seemed near me; I was
oppressed, suffocated: endurance broke down…I suppose I had a species of fit:
unconsciousness closed the scene. (10-12)
Here, Jane seems acutely aware of a force within the room, and Bronte switches between
vocabulary of reality and imagination, making it difficult to discern if Jane is simply a child
afraid of the dark or something more. Towards the end of her hallucination, it seems to become
very real. She quiets her crying because she is afraid to awaken a spirit, any spirit, even a
benevolent, angelic one. This vocabulary that evokes heaven is juxtaposed with a “vision” of
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“another world,” suggesting that Jane is attune to not only Christian worlds but also pagan ones,
similar to the devoutly Christian Anne who experiences influences of paganism.
There are times when Emily’s visions become a type of telepathy as well. As she is
sitting in church one day, she looks around at the rest of the congregation and is able to
understand each one: “In some intense moments she could pass into their souls and read therein
hidden motives and passions” (Emily Climbs 39). After church, she remembers that she has left
her bible inside and she rushes back to get it. When she returns to the church doors, she realizes
she has been locked in. In despair, she shouts for help, but no one answers. Finally, her powers
come to her aid and she calls for Teddy, who is actually a mile away. Miraculously, he hears her
(52).
In each text in the Emily series, Emily has at least one moment of being a true hero.
There are times when her visions actually save a life or vastly improve the lives of those around
her. In the first text, Emily clears the name of her best friend’s mother, which has been dragged
through the mud for years. Emily is feeling tired and sick one day (her most important visions
seem to take a lot out of her) and eventually become delirious with fever. Emily speaks of the
vision out loud so that her Aunt Elizabeth and Aunt Laura can hear. In her vision, she sees her
best friend Ilse’s mother fall into a well (it was always assumed she ran off with another man).
When Aunt Elizabeth finally gives in to Emily’s pleas and has the well checked, the woman’s
remains are found. Because of this, Ilse’s father’s faith in God is restored once he is convinced of
his wife’s faithfulness. Like in the Anne texts, magic and Christianity work together. Aunt Laura
calls Emily’s visions “one of the things best not talked of—one of God’s secrets” (327). Emily’s
Aunts now see her as a kind of Joan of Arc. When Emily recovers from her fever, she is weak at
first. According to Montgomery, “one cannot go down into the depths of hidden things and
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escape the penalty” (328). For any hero that must fight against darkness, there are sacrifices that
must be made.
When a child is missing, Emily falls asleep and has a vision of his location, and Emily is
quite shaken by this event. She is sometimes afraid of this power she possesses but does not
completely understand. As her friend Ilse says of the incident: “It makes me a little afraid of
you…” (Emily Climbs 207). Emily’s powers alienate her from society; she lives in a decidedly
Christian world with very un-Christian-like powers. Ilse continues, “…you have some power the
rest of us haven’t” (207). With Ilse’s statement, Emily is set apart as different. Emily responds,
“It seems to me a terrible thing—as if I were marked out in some uncanny way—I don’t feel
human” (207). Here, Emily hits on the very thing she shares with most other orphan characters in
children’s literature—she is seen by herself and others as supernatural and unearthly.
The third great vision Emily has saves the man she loves. An apparition of herself moves
across time and space and prevents Teddy from boarding a ship that will sink. Afterwards, Emily
says she feels as if “she had died and come back to life” (Emily’s Quest 89). After she saves the
love of her life, Emily is no longer afraid of her power. She is finally grateful for it. Her love will
“hover around him all his life like an invisible benediction, not understood but dimly felt,
guarding him from ill and keeping from him all things of harm and evil” (Emily’s Quest 223).
Emily’s greatest achievements of power are those that stem with love, and she vows to protect
Teddy all of her life.
Like most orphan stories, the Anne and Emily series both end with a profound sense of
love and contentment. Both are female orphans with supernatural gifts, and they are both adopted
by unconventional families, but they are profoundly different characters. Anne is the nature
goddess of light, and Emily’s story is of a much darker tone. Even though most of Montgomery’s

102

stories are about orphans, her great versatility as a writer is showcased when the reader discovers
how each story is a new and different adventure. Montgomery’s spiritualist beliefs contribute to
her perspective of the orphan character, which makes her somewhat unique, but most
importantly, the texts are an example of the universal othering of the orphan to the point of
hypothesizing that the orphan character must possess supernatural ability.
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Chapter 5
“A Seamless Mix of the Fairy-Tale and the Real”: Elizabeth Goudge and the Orphans of
Spiritual Fantasy
Lesser-known, but still relevant, literary orphans can be found in Maria Merryweather
from The Little White Horse,1 Polly from I Saw Three Ships, and the Linnet children from
Linnets and Valerians. Their author, Elizabeth Goudge, was born in 1900 in Somerset England,
just before the close of the Victorian Era, and she is the author of more than fifty books. She was
a best-selling author during her time, but the criticism of her works remains diminutive.
According to Madonna Marsden, “reviewers accord Ms. Goudge less than enthusiastic praise and
academicians have totally ignored her, despite her impact…all over the world” (68). According
to Anne A. Salter, “her books reflect the passionate link between creation and humanity, a
respect for the world and awareness of the infinite links between all creations” (1). Goudge
represents (extra-) ordinary orphans but highlights their spiritual connections--connections that
are simultaneously Christian and otherworldly.
This treasure of children’s literature recently became of interest again when J.K.
Rowling, author of the Harry Potter novels, called The Little White Horse her favorite children’s
book. According to Rowling:
The tone is perfect; a seamless mix of the fairy-tale and the real. It also had a
plain heroine, which delighted me beyond words as a child, because I was a very
plain little girl and I hadn’t met many literary heroines who weren’t

According to Campbell, “The Little White Horse is lengthy, complicated and concerned with
emotions such as sexual passion, pride, jealousy and loneliness, yet the principal characters and
incidents are exceptionally captivating, and an atmosphere of joyous enchantment persists
throughout. Miss Goudge’s reputation could stand on this book alone” (522).
1
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breathtakingly pretty. The opening paragraphs of The Little White Horse have
stayed with me all of my life. (7)
There is a scene from Rowling’s Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone that seems to be
directly inspired by The Little White Horse. In the first Harry Potter novel, the children must
battle a chess set that is alive. In Goudge’s novel, Maria can see that the chess set in Moonacre
manor is active. As Goudge says, “In the glow of the firelight and candlelight…they were alive”
(156). As soon as the neglected chess set is being used again, the pieces gain new life. In Harry
Potter, the characters often play “Wizard’s Chess,” where the pieces have a life of their own. In
addition, Harry and his friends must fight a life-size chess set to get the dreaded villain
Voldemort. As in Goudge’s novel, Rowling plays with images of light and dark when describing
the chess room where they do battle with the pieces (281). This is just one example of Goudge’s
influence on Rowling, who is the creator of the most-cherished orphan in popular fiction today.
The Victorian issues of respectability and ideal womanhood are of utmost concern in this
novel. According to Maria’s governess Miss Heliotrope, she cared “no two hoots whether Maria
liked her or not, if only she could make of the child a fine and noble woman. This is true love
and Maria had known it” (11). In addition, the parson of Moonacre warns her against “vanity”
and “female curiosity” (63). It seems that Goudge wants Maria to be curious, however, since it is
only out of curiosity that she can discover how to save her new home. Even Maria wonders how
“one could find out what one wanted to know if one wasn’t [curious]” (68). Goudge continues
with Victorian ideas of civic virtues throughout the novel. In the beginning, Maria and her
governess Miss Heliotrope must travel to her uncle, Sir Benjamin’s home at Moonacre Manor so
that he can be her new guardian. Here, she is ecstatic to receive “a room of her own,” (24)
something that Virginia Woolf argues is absolutely necessary for independence; if a child is to be
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a hero, then he or she must exert independence. As Woolf discusses in her famous essay,
autonomy is historically more difficult for men than for women. She notes that Florence
Nightingale attested that “women never have a half hour…that they can call their own” (qtd. in
Woolf 602). Orphan girls require their own space in order to achieve maximum capability.
Maria’s room is completely her own—she notes that only a child of her size would even fit in the
door, and this pleases her. When she notices Miss Heliotrope’s inability to come in, it’s said that
“a mischievous dimple in her left cheek” appeared “that had never been there before” (26).
Maria’s fresh independence heightens her energy and confidence immediately; Miss Heliotrope
is upset, however, saying that Maria’s room gives her “the creeps” (27), and expresses concern
that she will not be able to come to Maria if she is sick, but Maria declares that she will never be
sick, not as long as she has this space of her own (26). The door of her room “is opened by a
silver latch that clicked in a friendly sort of way, when Maria lifted it, as though it was
welcoming her” (24). According to Goudge, the room “Seemed to curve itself about her like the
petals of a flower about its heart” (27). Goudge tells us that Maria has a connection to the room
on sight, “as if it had been made especially for her” (24). The room is personified in a way that
emphasizes Maria’s ability to see life in objects that would seem completely inanimate to the
average person.
Maria is “othered” almost immediately. She has “queer silvery-grey eyes that were so
disconcertingly penetrating…straight reddish hair and [a] thin pale face with…distressing
freckles. Yet her little figure [was] small as that of a fairy’s child” (7). For those who have read
L.M. Montgomery’s Anne of Green Gables, this brings to mind Montgomery’s description of
Anne: She has “two braids of very thick, decidedly red hair. Her face was small, white and thin,
also much freckled; her mouth was large and so were her eyes, that looked green in some lights
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and moods and gray in others” (13). In addition, Astrid Lindgren describes the orphan Pippi
Longstocking like this: “Her hair, the color of a carrot, was braided in two tight braids that stuck
straight out. Her nose was the shape of a very small potato and was dotted all over with freckles”
(316). The freckled, orphaned redhead appears regularly in children’s literature; there could be
many interpretations for this, but a simple explanation is that red hair is the most rare hair color,
and having red hair increases the sense of “otherness” in these orphans.
For example, Maria seems to have the ability to see things that others do not, particularly
in dreams. As Miss Heliotrope explains,
You see very odd things…I myself have been considerably startled, at times, by
the things you’ve seen that I couldn’t see. There was the time you saw the cuckoo
fly out of the cuckoo-clock and sit on top of it and preen his feathers, and that
peculiar imaginary playmate of yours that you made up for yourself when you
were only a little thing, that boy with the feather in his hat who used to play with
you in the Square garden. (30)
Miss Heliotrope calls this talent Maria’s “inability to draw the line between fiction and fact”
(31). It is this particular skill, however, that makes Maria a wonderful hero. She sees things that
others do not, and it is with this ability that she will save the valley. After she arrives at
Moonacre, she soon discovers that the village and surrounding lands under her uncle’s care were
stolen from God Himself by their Merryweather ancestor. It is up to Maria to restore the entire
area to God.
Maria’s ability is limited to childhood or childlike qualities. The little boy that she plays
with in the garden, called Robin, “disappeared out of her life quite a couple of years ago; as soon
as she started pinning her hair on top of her head and putting on grown-up airs, he had gone
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away” (36). According to Thomas Carlyle in his essay “On Heroes and Hero Worship,” the hero
must have “the free, open sense of a child,” a “childlike greatness,” and thoughts of “wonder and
hope” (4). With these qualities, a character can become a hero. In children’s literature, where the
hero is usually a child, it is easy for the child hero to emulate Carlyle’s requirements. Carlyle’s
contemporary, John Stuart Mill, found Carlyle’s theory of hero-worship to represent everything
that was wrong with society; Mill stressed the need for people to be their own heroes in their
own lives. Mill saw the focus on a hero/leader to be detrimental (1058). Regardless, one has only
to see children lined up around the corner and down the block to buy the next Harry Potter novel
to know that Carlyle’s theory of hero-worship (particularly orphan heroes) still embodies some
truth.
As soon as Maria begins to put on “grown-up airs” (36) she loses her ability to see what
others do not. Once she comes to Moonacre, she re-learns how to be a child, and then she has her
extraordinary powers again. After Miss Heliotrope admonishes her for lying about Robin, she
decides “not to mention him to any of the grown-ups,” an idea that is a pervading theme of
children’s literature: it is widely thought by child characters that adults simply would not
understand what they imagine. Maria’s imaginings, however, are real. There is a boy named
Robin, and she grows up to marry him. Goudge chose Robin for Maria because of his lowly
status. One of the requirements to break the curse on Moonacre (or the curse of Victorian
Literature) is for a Moonacre Princess “to humble her pride to love not a prince but a poor man”
(114). Robin, who is a shepherd as well as a half-orphan, fits this condition. Apparently no other
Moonacre woman has been able to set aside her self-importance to marry below her status, and
this is also a part of the curse of Moonacre. For Goudge, pride and vanity are great sins, and she
names these sins as the cause of the curse on Moonacre.
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Maria also imagines a mother for herself, and she is astonished to see that Robin’s mother
fits the image of her imaginary mother exactly. Loveday is, interestingly enough, also an orphan
(163). Since Loveday was also a Moonacre Princess, like Maria, it seems as if orphan status is
required for the position. Goudge describes their first meeting in this way:
She stood and gazed at Loveday Minette as those gaze who look upon a dream
come true and wonder if they sleep or wake. For when in lonely moments the
motherless Maria had imagined for herself the mother she would like to have, that
mother had been exactly like Loveday Minette.(111)
Like almost all literary orphans, a main goal is to create a new family to somehow replace what
has been lost. Maria has the amazing ability to create exactly the situation she desires.
Not only does Maria seem to have second sight, she can discern the history of a particular
place just by being there. When she sits at the piano, she discovers that, “a lovely rippling tune
that she did not know at all was singing away under her fingers” (40). When she sits by the well,
she intuitively knows that the hidden magical pearls are there and sees before her the image of
Loveday Minette placing them there many years ago (205). Most importantly, Maria foresees her
death. At the end of the novel, Maria states that the little white horse will come to take her to
heaven (238).
In The Little White Horse, Maria is constantly communing with nature and her animals.
When Maria arrives at Moonacre Manor, she notices a massive dog, named Wrolf, guarding the
house. She soon learns that this frightening animal is actually her protector. According to
Goudge, “just over a year ago…on Christmas Eve” he came in anticipation of Maria’s arrival.
Like other literary orphans, animals are attracted to Maria, and they seem to come out of the
woodwork to be her companions. The dog Wiggins prefers to sleep at the foot of her bed.
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Maria’s chosen mate, Robin, is also good with animals. Maria calls him “a kind of enchanter”
and imagines that animals would “follow him anywhere” (181). When he goes into the woods,
“the trees gather him in to themselves as though he were their child” (202). This is similar to the
Dickon character in Francis Hodgson Burnett’s The Secret Garden. Mary is amazed when she
comes across Dickon playing his pipe for the animals, and they seem to worship him. (84). And,
of course, there is the unicorn (the little white horse) that allows Maria to glimpse her from time
to time. Goudge also makes the argument that animals are the “best-behaved of God’s children”
and that they should be allowed in church (171).
It is common for literary orphans to be compared with the animal world, but the
connection with flowers is just as prevalent; these connections increase the orphans’ distance
from the adult world. In Perry Nodelman’s seminal work, The Hidden Adult: Defining
Children’s Literature, he argues that children’s literature commonly includes adult themes and
that adult writers must other the child characters in order to create an innocent world, simply
because adults are not innocent and they often perceive children as possessing the innocence they
lack. The world that children inhabit in children’s literature is different than the world the author
inhabits—thus they other children and their world by seeing them as something adults are not
(Nodelman 197).2 On Maria and Robin’s wedding day, Goudge writes, “The church was
beautifully decorated with flowers, primroses and apple blossom and daffodils and violets and
snowdrops and crocuses, which that particular year had decided to bloom all at the same

Another example of this is in J.M. Barrie’s Peter Pan. Peter Pan and his Lost Boys are often compared
with animals. The Lost Boys often dress up as animals, and Peter Pan believes he is an animal. At one
point in Peter Pan, Hook and Peter come across each other in the dark. Hook begins a guessing game
with Peter in order to discover his identity. After inquiring whether Pan is a vegetable or a mineral, Hook
asks if he is an animal, an Peter says yes. He asks if he is a man, but Peter says no. He asks if he is a boy,
and Peter says yes (Barrie 83). Hook is completely perplexed: the mysterious presence is both an animal
and a boy (who crows like a rooster and flies like a bird), and Peter Pan is clearly not of the adult world;
he inhabits a world that children and animas share.
2

110

moment, so that they could all be present together at Maria’s wedding” (235). Female orphans
especially are often associated with flowers; this can also be seen with The Secret Garden and
Anne of Green Gables.
In the short children’s novel I Saw Three Ships, the heroine Polly is spending her first
Christmas as an orphan with her new guardians, her poor but respectable aunts. Throughout the
story, Polly has a softening effect on her aunts, and they become more sympathetic and openly
loving than they were before. Female orphans especially seem to have this effect on their new
families.3 In this story, Polly is anxiously waiting for the Three Wise Men to visit on Christmas
Eve, in a manner similar to Santa Claus. She requests that her aunts keep the house unlocked so
that they may enter at the proper moment, but the old women refuse, concerned for their safety
as well as for hers. The Three Wise Men do in fact visit, to the delight of Polly, who believed in
them all along. The ability of children to believe intensely in mythical figures adults have
forgotten is a common theme of children’s literature. Early in the text, Polly shows that she has
the familiar orphan ability to recognize mythical beings. Polly tells her aunts, “By night the
angels went up and down the stairs…I heard them. Not their footsteps, for those were too light,
but their feathers brushing the paneling” (10). For Elizabeth Goudge, the orphan’s supernatural
abilities are often tied to the Christian religion and sometimes to the pagan. Polly’s description of
the angels in interesting; she does not say that she sees the angels; she says that she hears them.
A child that says she saw an angel would be easily dismissed—the parent would assume the
child is either lying or confused about what she saw. A child that says she hears an angel is
completely unexpected: How would she know what an angel sounded like? As an orphan, Polly
has had an early experience with the afterlife, and fictional orphans often show a continued

3

See Anne of Green Gables and Pollyanna, for example.
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connection throughout their story. Polly also sings an old carol that her grandmother, whom she
has never met, used to sing, and the aunts are clueless as to where she would have learned it (29).
Polly continues with her knowledge of the fantastic when she explains to her aunts that
they must leave their doors unlocked for the Three Wise Men to visit. Even though they refuse,
she knows she will eventually get her way. According to Polly, “They loved her and she always
had her own way with them, whether they knew it or not” (11). This ability is also typical of the
orphan figure: they can manipulate their guardians into submission, though usually completely
innocently. Polly persists by telling her aunts that “The Wise Men might come…Susan at the
sweetshop told me that Christ himself came to the West Country when He was a little boy” (12).
Polly believes in angels, she believes the Wise Men will come, and she believes that Christ
walked upon the streets of her village. As many orphan stories show (for example, A Little
Princess) an orphan’s belief becomes true through the sheer power of her faith. Polly continues,
“I expect He sailed into our harbor just when the cocks were crowing. There He was, walking up
and down the streets of our town very early in the morning, and the doors were locked and no
one rang the bells. Wasn’t that odd?” (12). As Polly imagines Christ’s visit, her retelling
becomes more and more powerful and detailed until even her aunts become uneasy and believe
the unexpected vision. She begins by saying what she “expects” happened, and then continues
with the vocabulary of absolute certainty until it becomes apparent she knows that He really did
come to England. According to Goudge, once they heard the vision, “They suffered from the
sensation that she was older than they were” (13). Also common is the idea that the orphan hero
is much more mature than her guardians and understands things that they do not. Claudia
Nelson’s Precocious Children and Childish Adults studies this phenomenon. She has many
theories behind what she calls the “age inversion” of children’s literature; one idea is that the
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adult reader of children’s literature (whom she sees as just as numerous as the child reader) is
supposed to re-learn what they used to know intensely as children (11). In addition, because the
orphan character is no longer quite as innocent as the average child and has experienced what no
child should have to experience, they gain knowledge and power usually attributed to adults.
Furthermore, the orphan is usually described as not traditionally beautiful and othered in
her looks. Goudge relates that Polly’s “sloe-black eyes were alight in her thin heart shaped
brown face and a dimple was showing beside her mouth” (13). She is not a celebrated “English
Rose” with porcelain skin: her eyes are dark, and her skin is brown. In this period, plumpness is
preferred over thinness, further emphasizing Polly’s undesirable physical appearance.
Goudge continues to show her difference by putting her in a group with other “othered”
people. Goudge describes the hazardous steps below the village that “were so slippery with
seaweed that only seamen, children, dogs, and the mad Frenchman ever attempted to go down
them” (23). Although Polly counts the aunts among her family, Goudge still emphasizes her
dissimilarities; one way she describes this is by whom Polly befriends: according to Goudge,
“The Frenchman was a friend of hers” (24). The English are notorious for having no great love
for the French, and Goudge highlights how special Polly is by showing her friendship with those
who are considered outcasts. Fictional orphans tend to surround themselves with people who set
themselves apart from the general society. Of the Frenchman, Polly explains, “She was very fond
of him and was quite unable to understand why people called him mad. She considered him a
very wise man indeed” (25). What society sees as crazy she sees as sane, and she recognizes that
she can learn something from this man who is ostracized from the rest of the villagers.
When Christmas Eve finally arrives, Polly creeps downstairs to wait for the Three Wise
Men. These wise men come in unexpected forms: the first wise man is the angel Gabriel (who
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appears to have borrowed the body of her long-lost Uncle Tom, whom she has never met), the
second wise man is her friend the mad Frenchman, and the third wise man is the infamous Rags
and Bones, the beggar of the village. This particular evening, they turn into the Three Wise Men
so that they can visit Polly, who symbolizes the goodness of the infant Christ. They seem to have
no idea that they are the Three Wise Men; they only know that they are called upon to visit
Polly’s house this evening and leave her with a single gift, akin to the Wise Men of old. While
waiting for these auspicious men,
She did perhaps doze a little at last, for she heard no footsteps and did not see him
come. Lifting heavy lids, she saw him standing motionless across the way,
leaning against the white wall, very tall, wrapped in a dark cloak but with silver
about his head to tell her he had come from heaven…Gabriel…and the door had
been locked against him! (38)
The reader is as struck by this heavenly visit as much as Polly. She recognizes him immediately,
not just as an angel, but a very specific angel, perhaps the most famous of all. Polly’s specialness
is emphasized by the honor of his visit, since Bible lore tells us that Gabriel only visits the
immensely worthy, those for whom God has an important mission (the Virgin Mary, for
instance). It is Polly’s job to believe in the wise men, the angels, and in Christ, and it is the
power of her strong faith that brings them all to her village on Christmas Eve. As Polly gazes
upon her glorious guest, Goudge explains her reaction: “She was not in the least bit frightened,
for though she had never seen him before, had she not heard his wings brushing against the
paneling at home?” (38). Polly is not afraid because he is no stranger to her. When Gabriel asks,
“Sprite, have you a name?” (40), it is apparent Gabriel does not see her as an ordinary human,
but as something much more than that, a being with special powers. Like the first wise man of
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old, he leaves her some gold on the table; then he carries her back up to bed. The second wise
man leaves her a finely made rosary, which Gabriel calls frankincense (44). The last wise man,
Rags and Bones, turns out to be a holy visitor as well despite his raggedy appearance. Goudge
says “When he put his fingers on the table Balthasar [Rags and Bones] left myrrh…His
death…to enrich their life” (47). Goudge’s description calls attention to Christ’s sacrifice. Rags
and Bones leaves nothing physical on the table, but he leaves Polly and her aunts with a message
of salvation.
Because of Polly’s and Dorcas’s kindness to him earlier in the story, Rags and Bones
decides to visit Polly’s home on Christmas Eve as the third Wise Man. Polly seems to have
influenced Dorcas for good (as adopting an orphan typically does in children’s literature). When
Dorcas comes across Rags and Bones earlier in the story, she asks him “‘How did you lose your
leg and the sight of your eye, Rags and Bones?’…and was astonished that in all the years of her
life this question had never occurred to her before” (31). Polly, who treats everyone with respect,
has taught her aunt an important lesson: be kind to everyone, for one never knows with whom
one is conversing. Because of Dorcas’s kindness, Rags and Bones, who is a holy being in
disguise, blesses Polly and her family.
Finally, and most wonderfully of all, Christ and the Virgin Mary once again visit the little
town, this time in the guise of the mad Frenchman’s lost family. According to Goudge, “The
beautiful woman in the blue cloak was holding the golden-haired little boy by the hand, and he
was smiling at the sight of the running feet and the laughing children” (60). The story ends with
the intense happiness of the entire town, and Goudge insinuates that it was all because of one
little girl’s firm belief in what others doubted to be true.
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In Goudge’s children’s novel Linnets and Valerians (also published as The Runaways),
five children of immense faith and courage (similar to Polly’s and Maria’s) save a town from a
supernatural unhappiness. The four children (from oldest to youngest)—Nan, Robert, Timothy,
and Betsy—are sent to live with their strict grandmother in the city after the death of their
mother and their father’s absence, and the home situation is entirely unsuitable for children of
obvious power and adventurous spirit. As Goudge explains, “They did not want to be educated
and they did not want to be separated, either from each other or Absalom” (10). The children
have an understandably strong bond, and the grandmother threatens to separate them by sending
Robert and Nan to boarding school and getting rid of their beloved dog, Absalom. So, the
children run away. They come upon a pony and cart, take it without thinking of the
consequences, and let the pony lead them where it will. As if by magic, it turns out the pony and
cart are being used by their uncle’s gardener/cook, and the pony takes them straight to its home,
which is also their uncle’s house. The uncle shortly discovers his relationship to the children
even though they have never met, and they have miraculously discovered the perfect home.
Unfortunately, the valley is under an unhappy curse, and it is up to the children to break the evil
spells.
The children all have certain supernatural abilities, whether real or implied; it appears
that Nan is the most powerful, followed by Robert, Timothy, and Betsy, the youngest. Perhaps
Betsy has yet to discover her abilities, as Goudge describes her as little more than a toddler.
However, Betsy’s future ability is hinted at throughout the novel: when we are first introduced to
her, she is having a tantrum, and “her green eyes shot sparks” and “her rough red curls were as
angry as they could be” (15). Like L.M. Montgomery’s Anne, Betsy is othered by her rare hair
color; Goudge is also calling upon the stereotype that redheads have uneven temperaments. In
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reality, orphans are similarly othered. In Conn’s text Adoption: A Brief Social and Cultural
History, he explains the difficulties involved in adoptions. He shares that one of the questions on
the adoption form asks, “How many natural children do you have?” Conn and his wife are
understandably upset by the question. He explains, “If the three children we already had, who
had joined our family via the more traditional reproductive route, were ‘natural,’ then poor
Jennifer was being consigned to a bin labeled ‘unnatural’” (6). While the label “unnatural” is
detrimental in reality, orphan fiction turns this negative into a positive: unnaturalness ultimately
transforms into power within the text.
Also, as the youngest, Betsy seems most traumatized by their father’s absence: “Betsy, as
she thumped downstairs, was calling over and over inside herself, Father, Father” (15). She is
attempting to communicate with their father over the miles that separate them. She also shows a
surprising amount of power at one point when she insists that the husband and child of their
uncle’s reclusive neighbor, Lady Alicia, are not dead, but simply missing. Betsy has not seen
these people, but she stubbornly insists, “They’re not dead” (173).
Her older brother, Timothy, is also a strong character despite the fact that he is not much
older than Betsy. The first thing we learn about Timothy is that “he didn’t like the dark” (14).
Although this is a common youthful complaint, Goudge calls unusual attention to it, and because
Timothy is an orphan, he has experienced more darkness than the average child. His brother
Robert further associates him with darkness when he cheekily says to him, “Come on out, you
little devil” (14). Unusual among Goudge’s characters, he has an association with pagan beliefs,
especially when it comes to the god Pan, whom he actually believes in, which seems to increase
Pan’s power among his brother and sisters. After Timothy declares that he will believe in Pan,
Pan becomes an actual character in the novel, showcasing the strength of Timothy’s imagination.
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Timothy comes across a statue of Pan in Lady Alicia’s garden, and Timothy can truly
hear the music emanating from his pipe: “For a whole minute Timothy could hear the music,
beautiful, thin and unearthly…” (138). Timothy says, “He isn’t playing anymore, only listening
to the echoes, and he’s sad” (139). He can hear the music coming from the statue of the god Pan,
even though most would say the statue is like most statues and makes no music. When Robert
and Timothy are wandering in the forest, they see the spirit of the god Pan, in addition to his
mysterious music. Robert saw “a man, strong and pale like the tree, but only a man to the waist.
He blinked and saw only the moonbeams under the tree. But Timothy saw more. He saw the bent
head and the noble bearded face, and the hand raised that they might listen to the echoes of the
music” (207). Because Robert is older, he has trouble believing the reality of the situation.
Timothy has already declared to his uncle that he believes in Pan, and thus he is easier for
Timothy to see. When the children are near the ocean while the town is still under its curse,
Timothy notices “there are devils on horseback riding over the waves” (239). Goudge relates that
“He spoke calmly but with a sort of despair…the waves…made no sound and the terrible tossing
riders made no sound either” (239). This is an unusual example in children’s literature of
unreserved horror that has been expanded on; this is not to say that children’s literature lacks the
horrific (it is actually quite common), but usually, authors of this genre imply the horrific or
simply allude to it. Here, it is terrifying, disturbing, and obvious. According to Nodelman,
“Before Goosebumps appeared, there was little that might be identified as horror fiction for
young readers” (118). The Goosebumps series is an extraordinary popular series for children that
filled an important niche in the 1990s. The genre of horror fiction is hard to find in children’s
literature, but in orphan fiction, it is unavoidable. The fact that the major characters of this genre
have lost parents makes horror and trauma innate features that often hide between the lines.
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Timothy’s older brother, Robert, shows even more power than Timothy. According to
Goudge, “He seemed to have magic in his fingers” (169). As the oldest boy, he feels responsible
for his brother and sisters, often taking on powerful roles to entertain them as well as protect
them. He sees himself as a “superman” (11) and like any great hero understands that “great gifts
take their toll” (11). He uses his powers responsibly and often takes the lead on their adventures.
Robert is frequently called away from his uncle’s house into the hills, which “were mysterious
and exciting and their silence called louder than any trumpet” (12). Like many fictional orphans,
Robert feels a distinct connection to nature and animals. We he first comes across the unmanned
pony and cart, he feels “as though he and the pony were one person” (23). Instead of saying “I’m
going to call the pony Roy” like many children would, Robert says “He’s called Roy” (23).
Instead of giving the pony a name, Robert says the name like the pony already has a name, and
he knows exactly what it is.
Also, Robert apparently has the enviable power of becoming any man he wishes.
According to Goudge, “Robert could be any number of men, all of them quite unconnected with
him until he had buckled them on. Whether they were still unconnected with him when he had
taken them off, who can say?” (115). Goudge’s question is interesting. She wants us to consider
the possibility that Robert can take on the persona of another person and ultimately hold onto the
qualities he has commandeered. He can also remain in tune with his chosen character until
“circumstances required of him that he should be somebody else” (117). When Lady Alicia first
meets him, she can see that he is at once Robert as well as someone else; it is common for
orphan characters to carry a dual identity. Alicia asks when she meets him, “Is this histrionic
gentleman your elder brother?” (117). She probably means “histrionic” in the most positive way:
uninhibited and powerful. Robert can also gain strength from his appropriations: when he takes
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on the guise of a “French troubadour,” “…his tiredness vanished, his voice deepened to a fine
vibrating musical note…,” and he is able to tell an entertaining story of adventure” (214). His
transition to troubadour mode is a stirring one: the reader can imagine the beauty of this change
as he takes on the qualities of an adult male with a deep, musical voice. Robert realizes,
however, that he must be careful when explaining his and his siblings’ extraordinary powers.
Goudge explains,
Things are seen and heard by the keen senses of the young which are not
experienced by the failing powers of their elders, but as powers fail, pride
increases and the elders do not like to admit this. Therefore, when told by the
young of some occurrence outside the range of their own now most limited
experience they read them a lecture on the iniquity of telling lies. (215)
Robert decides not to tell his uncle about the god Pan and his music. Many authors create child
characters who are obviously more intelligent than the adult ones. The idea is that we have lost
our ability to use our imaginations or believe in the supernatural. Goudge is of the opinion that
adults used to be more intelligent and able as children even though they now have more
experience. Adults forget about the magic they used when they were young.
The oldest child, Nan, is the oldest and the most powerful. Like many female orphans,
she is described as not traditionally beautiful, but having an unexpected, nontraditional beauty.
The character Lady Alicia refers to her as “plain but pleasing” (181). According to Goudge, “she
deserved to be beautiful” because of her innocence and goodness, but she was not. Interestingly
enough, whenever she looks into a mirror, she does not see her own face but often the spirits of
women whom have come before. Like her brother, she can appropriate the qualities of other
people. For Nan, this happens when she touches a possession of another or is in a room sacred to
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another. As Goudge explains, “The little mirror over the mantelpiece was so old that when she
looked at it the face she saw seemed not her own. It smiled at her from a long way away, a much
older face, making her think of Lady Alicia when this had been her room” (134). She does not
see the face of Lady Alicia now, but the face of a much younger lady Alicia, when the sitting
room had been her special place. Like many orphans, time and space can become fluid for Nan
and she can move back and forth between time and worlds. When she is holding the evil spell
book of the witch Emma Cobley, who originally cursed the town, she looks into the mirror again,
expecting to see Lady Alicia: “As she turned to sit down she found herself looking in the glass
again for Lady Alicia but the far off smiling face was not the same, it was that of a dark-skinned
girl with bright eyes like Emma Cobley’s” (136).
Even though Nan is obviously the strongest and the most powerful, she does have one
moment where the stress of being the oldest orphan takes a toll on her: “She cried out all her
longing for her father, the burden of being the eldest and responsible for the other children, the
relief of having found a home at last” (134). Her cries for her father echo Betsy’s at the
beginning of the novel; Goudge seems to see the idea of crying out for one’s parents as a
distinctly feminine quality. In the above quote, Nan is overwhelmed by the intense positive and
negative events in her life: even though her uncle takes good care of them, the children
ultimately feel that they are in this together and feel the strongest bonds for one another. The
children find the perfect home early on in the story, but she is still the heroine (and the one
pictured on the cover). Being the mother to her younger siblings and the one who ultimately does
the heavy lifting in breaking the curse of her village is still extremely stressful. Like Polly’s
angels in I Saw Three Ships, Nan recognizes that she has help from “good spirits whom she
could not see but of whom she was aware at this moment, holding over her in the dark a sort of
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umbrella of safety” (146). As the most powerful, even over her brothers, “it doesn’t take much to
infer why, then, the orphan girl novel was immediately popular with girls and women and has
remained so—these are happy narratives about how femininity is a route to power over the men
who rule the public sphere” (Sanders 185). Goudge creates strong female characters that are
inspiring to female readers; the male characters never seem to deny their power; it is often
encouraged. Ezra, the gardener/cook/magician of the novel, takes Nan on as an apprentice and
sees her powers as equal to his own.
Like many other orphan main characters, there comes a time when the author will
describe Nan as a being more than human. When Nan tells the gardener/cook/wizard Ezra that
she can hear the bees “singing,” he is astonished. He says “‘tis not often mortal ears can hear
‘em. Maid, you be one of them” (161). He continues, “In your heart there be a nugget of pure
gold…There’s not many have it but them what do have it can hear the bees singing, and call the
birds to their finger. And they can lay down their life for another” (161). Ezra believes she is
descended from “good-hearted angels” that once came to Earth (162). He says, “You be young
but it’s always the goldens what puts things to rights” (165). This is when the reader recognizes
Nan as the true heroine of the novel, even above her brothers and sister. All the children seem to
recognize that the statue of Pan is more than it seems, but it is Nan who experiences the most
intense, powerful connection with it. According to Goudge,
The man in the fountain was grave, serene, and still, but not sad today, and she
listened as he bade her to the sharp staccato cries of delight made by the little
brown bird who was sitting on his hand and talking to him. Other birds were
flying around, sometimes perching on his knee or shoulder and all singing their
special songs of delight, but it was the little eager sharp-voiced bird in which he
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was particularly delighting at this moment, and wishing her to delight. But she
could not at this distance see what sort of bird it was and he wanted her to see. He
leaned a little forward and lifted up his hand on which the bird was perching, and
she leaned forward too and held out her hand, and the bird flew up and came to
her finger with soft whirring wings…it chatted to Nan in a high, trilling voice
which matched its appearance, and Nan and the man in the fountain looked at
each other across the sun-warmed space of blue that separated them and laughed
to hear it… (263)
This is the most striking scene in the novel, and it calls into question the deficiency in Goudge’s
popularity today. The writing is moving and whimsical, and here Goudge shows that the
inspiring existence of the children in the town has uplifted the statue of Pan. The scene
emphasizes Nan’s connection with Pan as a being who also can hypnotize the animals and call
them to her. She also knows Pan’s thoughts even though he does not speak. The statue even
moves as he teaches her how to get the attention of the birds. The statue began the scene as
“grave, serene, and still,” but he ends it laughing as he and Nan catch the pure happiness of the
bird. There is intense power here, as is the case with most orphan girls; it challenges Deborah
O’Keefe’s statement that “The idea that a girl can entirely change a hostile adult without really
doing anything…is one of the most dangerous notions in these books. It’s not bad for girls to
learn that they should be loving and helpful, but it’s disastrous for them to learn that there is no
way to cope with a hostility except by sitting around exuding virtue and good cheer” (qtd. in
Sanders 188). It is often the mission of the female orphan to soften the hearts of their guardians.
An orphan girl’s power might often be more subtle than her male counterpart’s, but it does not
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make her any less powerful or effective; most female orphan heroines are extremely active when
giving out “virtue and good cheer.”
The female orphan with autonomy and independence has extraordinary power in
children’s literature, and Goudge’s characters can attest to that. In Goudge’s autobiography The
Joy of the Snow, she gives us an idea as to why she chooses the orphan so often:
…the fictitious name and characters compel as it were an alteration of the
furniture. In our hearts every one of us would like to create a new world, less
terrible than this one, a world where there is at least a possibility that things may
work out right. The greatest writers are able to do this. In the Lord of the Rings
Professor Tolkien has created a world that is entirely new and if the book ends in
a haunting sadness Frodo and Sam do at least throw the ring into the fire; if it had
been in this world that they embarked on their terrible journey they would have
died halfway up the mountain. And so, even with lesser writers, a story is a
groping attempt to make a new world, even if the attempt ends in nothing better
than the rearrangement of the furniture (21).
Unlike many authors of orphan-based children’s literature, Goudge seems to have had a
beautiful life with less misfortune than most. Goudge uses the metaphor of relocating the
furniture to describe what authors are attempting to do when they construct a realm where the
characters may live and ultimately succeed. She sees a great author’s job as one that could
change the world and make it better. Most authors seem unable to see the orphan fail, so they
create a supernatural orphan that cannot help but to succeed. Orphans in the real world come up
against near insurmountable obstacles, making orphans like Tolkien all the more inspiring for
their accomplishments. By creating orphan characters like Maria, Polly, and Nan, whom readers
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come to love and cherish, Goudge provides inspiration for orphans who may someday reap the
benefits that their brothers and sisters in fiction enjoy.
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Chapter 6
“The Boy Who Lived!” Harry Potter as a Response to Victorian and Edwardian Orphan Models
Harry Potter is the boy wizard of the well-loved novels by J.K. Rowling. Rowling’s
choice to use an orphan hero connects Harry to past orphans from literature and perhaps helps to
solidify the series’ status in popular culture, since many powerful and popular literary characters
can claim orphan status. Harry is an amalgam of these earlier figures, particularly those from the
Victorian and Edwardian eras, when we see a massive increase in their use as main characters.
As a result of being orphaned, Harry gains supernatural powers, thereby setting up comparisons
to the

other powerful orphans of the series (Professor Dumbledore and Lord Voldemort), as well

as allusions to savior figures Christ, Moses, and St. George.
In Book 1, Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, we learn that Harry’s powers
experienced a surge in growth the instant he became orphaned. His orphan state has fascinated
readers of the series, as readers have empathized with his tragic circumstances and admired his
power to flourish without the support of family. Family is essential to the flourishing of
humanity—the importance of the love, support, and protection from relatives cannot be
overstated. April A. Mattix explains the most common perspective on the orphan’s popularity:
Orphaned characters serve to provide quick connection points between the
readers and the text, as children bereft of parental influence, love, and care
are sympathetic figures whom the reader automatically pities… they
represent the common person, and we can identify with them as we
recognize their feelings of insecurity as our own. (211)
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I would argue that pity rarely comes into play in the most popular orphan characters: if an orphan
is pitied, our fascination with that figure decreases.1 We may feel parental-type anguish over the
character, but a reader’s entertainment takes a significant downturn.2 For an orphan character to
be popular, he or she usually must exhibit strength early on in the narrative, as all texts discussed
here show. Orphan characters that are consistently pitied will not achieve or keep popularity.3
Does the orphan character inspire pity? Sometimes, but only if the author writes him or her that
way. The best representations allow the orphan’s strength and power to overcome any initial
over-romanticizing of the child.
Like most other orphan characters, Harry becomes othered through our fascination, and
in the fictional orphan, he or she often becomes endowed with amazing powers. The powers are
a direct result of the orphan’s otherness. This is in contrast to Natov’s analysis, as she argues,
“Nowhere is he loved, which only provides the urgency of a compensatory endowment of
magical powers” (127). Natov makes an excellent point, but when dealing with the orphan
model, the powers should be seen more as a direct result of Harry’s orphan status. For example,
“The only people who can see thestrals [creatures that are part-bat/part-horse]…are people who
have seen death” (Order of the Phoenix 446). This is just one example of a power specifically
caused by witnessing death, and only a few of Harry’s peers can see the disturbing animals.

See Mary Leonard’s Preaching Pity: Dickens, Gaskell, and Sentimentalism in Victorian Culture for a
counter-argument that celebrates the sentimental genre.
1

Stephen Crane’s Maggie: A Girl of the Streets and Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie are
examples of orphan texts that are deliberately sentimental, realistic, and no longer read, except
by academics. Even though Dickens can be full of sentiment, his texts are saved by the existing,
although sometimes a bit hidden, strength of his characters.
2

3

The discussion of the orphan as a pitable character is not uncommon, however—it is the norm.
Melanie Kimball (“From Folktales to Fiction: Orphan Characters in Children's Literature”) and
Joe Sutliff Sanders (Disciplining Girls) also express this position.
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The fictional orphan is a direct manifestation of the way we view the orphan in reality. In
the beginning of the first book, Professor McGonagall, one of Harry’s teachers, says to Professor
Dumbledore, the most powerful wizard in the novels:
They’re saying he tried to kill the Potter’s son, Harry. But—he couldn’t. He
couldn’t kill that little boy. No one knows why, or how, but they’re saying that
when he couldn’t kill Harry Potter, Voldemort’s power somehow broke—and
that’s why he’s gone. (Sorcerer’s Stone 12)
As is common in children’s novels, the main character possesses some sort of characteristic or
ability that confuses or overcomes the adults in the novel. Lord Voldemort, who has been
terrorizing the wizarding world for years at this point, is conquered by a baby—not just any
baby, but a baby he just recently orphaned. As soon as Harry is orphaned, he takes on everything
the reader feels, thinks, and believes about what it means to be an orphan—and the awe-inspiring
reaction that results from this gives him enormous power in the eyes of the reader. Harry
survives the deaths of his parents, and the more he overcomes as he grows up, the more
astonished we are, and the more powerful he becomes as a result of our amazement. Professor
McGonagall continues, “After all he’s done…all the people he’s killed…he couldn’t kill a little
boy? It’s just astounding… of all the things to stop him…but how in the name of heaven did
Harry survive?” (Sorcerer’s Stone 12). McGonagall asks the very question the readers ask in this
moment. Once Harry is removed from his parents, the people considered essential to his life and
well-being, we are shocked that he survives a direct attack from the most famous wizard in the
world. Ironically, we find out towards the end of the novels that Harry would not have survived
the attack if he hadn’t lost his mother first—we eventually discover that his mother’s sacrifice
acts as a very powerful spell that protects him—it is her death that is essential to his survival
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from the evil wizard Voldemort. If Harry wasn’t orphaned, he wouldn’t have been such a
powerful hero—and that is just the point. The abject self (i.e., Harry) discovers a new way of
being by experiencing loss:
The abject is the violence of mourning for an "object" that has always already
been lost. The abject shatters the wall of repression and its judgments…Abjection
is a resurrection that has gone through death (of the ego). It is an alchemy that
transforms the death drive into a start of life, of new significance. (Kristeva)
According to Kristeva, abjection suffers through lack, and for Harry, he lacks parental guidance.
In the first book, we are told that his home with the Dursleys “held no sign at all that another boy
[other than Harry’s cousin, Dudley] lived in the house, too” (Sorcerer’s Stone 18). In the fifth
book, Dumbledore expresses his relief that Harry is not “a pampered prince” (Order of the
Phoenix 837), a characteristic that Dumbledore obviously feels is worse than being unloved.
Harry’s cousin Dudley is self-centered and cruel, and Dumbledore tells Harry’s aunt and uncle
that they have caused “appalling damage” to Dudley by spoiling him (Half-Blood Prince 55).
The irony is astounding, until we notice that most fictional orphans follow a very similar
pattern—orphanhood and lack of attention seems to make them stronger, make them heroes, and
make them extraordinarily powerful. When Dumbledore and McGonagall peer at Harry in his
blankets, they see “a baby boy, fast asleep. Under a tuft of jet-black hair over his forehead they
could see a curiously-shaped cut, like a bolt of lightning” (Sorcerer’s Stone 15). This scar
becomes symbolic of his tragic beginning, and it also serves to other him further: It is a constant
reminder to his wizard friends that he is not the same as they are. Natov sees Harry’s scar as
something “that marks him, like Cain, for difference and protection against antagonism to that
uniqueness” (127). In The Order of the Phoenix, Harry calls himself “a marked man” (856).
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Although Natov makes an interesting point in aligning Harry’s mark with Cain’s mark, aligning
Harry with the murdering outcast goes a little far.4
The first chapter ends with the wizarding world celebrating by saying, “To Harry
Potter—the boy who lived!” (Sorcerer’s Stone 17). This celebratory statement upholds him to
some terrible, frightening destiny that the baby Harry knows not of. Even before he learns to
speak, he becomes an object of fascination to his fellow characters, to his author, and to us.
Harry begins to show his interesting abilities very early; for example, he is able to grow
his hair back in a day after a horrible haircut (Sorcerer’s Stone 24). According to Rowling,
“Another time, Aunt Petunia had been trying to force him into a revolting old sweater of
Dudley’s…the harder she tried to pull it over his head, the smaller it seemed to become…”
(Sorcerer’s Stone 24). In addition, once “[his cousin’s] gang had been chasing
him…when…there he was sitting on the chimney” (Sorcerer’s Stone 25). All of these saves have
one thing in common: they keep him from further bullying and ostracizing by his schoolmates.
His early powers seem focused on trying to dial down his otherness as much as possible.
Also like many orphan characters, Harry has a specific connection to nature: he can talk
to snakes. For an orphan, this is significant: According to Coogan, “Snakes were a symbol in the
ancient world of wisdom, fertility, and immortality. Only later was the snake in this story [the
Biblical creation story] seen by interpreters of the devil” (15). The symbolism of the snake
changes in the Harry Potter novels, depending on the character it is associated with: when the
snake is aligned with Voldemort, it represents the devil. Alongside Harry, it represents
immortality, an allusion to orphan heroes’ numerous close shaves with death without actually

The orphan character Link from Nintendo’s The Legend of Zelda video game series has the “mark of a
hero” (a combination of three triangles) that appears on his hand—this is an example of a hero marked for
goodness. This mark begins to appear in the second game and continues to appear in later games (Zelda
II: The Adventure of Link). Link is also a cartoon, comic, and manga character.
4
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dying. Harry first realizes he can talk to snakes when he is at the zoo, and a snake “suddenly
opened its beady eyes. Slowly, very slowly, it raised its head until its eyes were on a level with
Harry’s…It winked” (Sorcerer’s Stone 27). Harry then (accidentally) causes the glass between
him and the snake to disappear. According to Rowling, “As the snake slid swiftly past him,
Harry could have sworn a low, hissing voice said “Brazil, here I come…Thanksss, amigo”
(Sorcerer’s Stone 28). This begins a pattern of Harry freeing those who are imprisoned or in
need of his assistance, much like the biblical Moses (also an orphan). He frees the snake, he
frees Dobby, the house-elf/slave (Chamber of Secrets), and he frees the wizarding world once
and for all from Voldemort (Deathly Hallows). This pattern of freeing others puts him in
conversation with past orphan figures who freely assist others, especially female orphans.5
When he hears the voice of a snake that lives in the walls of Hogwarts, he at first thinks
he is crazy, and so do his friends. As his friend Ron says, “…hearing voices no one else can hear
isn’t a good sign, even in the wizarding world” (145). His best friends Harry and Hermione are
his most supportive allies, but even they sometimes succumb to an uncertainty and fear of him.
When they discover it is the voice of a snake, Hermione continues along Ron’s train of thought
by adding, “It’s not a very common gift. Harry, this is bad…being able to talk to snakes is what
Salazar Slytherin was famous for. That’s why the symbol of Slytherin House is a serpent”
(Chamber of Secrets 196). Slytherin is an ancient evil wizard, and the villain Voldemort is
descended from him. Once again, Harry is compared to the notorious wizard, and it concerns him
how much he has in common with his enemy.
Despite his power, Harry’s greatest assets seem to be luck, bravery, and the ability to love
(as Dumbledore consistently points out). According to his half-giant (orphan) friend Hagrid, “No

5

See Joe Sutliff Sanders for more discussion of female orphans, sentimentality, and helpfulness.
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one ever lived after [Voldemort] decided to kill ‘em, no one except you, an’ he killed some of the
best witches and wizards of the age…an you was only a baby, and you lived” (Sorcerer’s Stone
55-56). Hagrid continues, “Somethin’ about you stumped him, all right” (Sorcerer’s Stone 57).
Hagrid’s words reinforce the idea that Harry is different, mysterious, and strange, even in the
wizarding world, where strange is commonplace.
When Harry goes to get his first wand, the strange connection between him and
Voldemort continues. As the novels progress, it becomes obvious that Voldemort and Harry have
much in common. According to the wand-maker Mr. Ollivander,
I remember every wand I’ve ever sold, Mr. Potter…It just so happens that the
phoenix whose tail feather is in your wand, gave another feather… It is very
curious indeed that you should be destined for this wand when its brother…gave
you that scar…I think we must expect great things from you Mr. Potter…After
all, He Who Must Not be Named did great things—terrible, yes, but great.
(Sorcerer’s Stone 85)
It is consistently indicated that Harry could very easily become like Lord Voldemort: they are
both orphans, they are both “half breeds,” (the product of one wizard parent and one non-wizard
parent), they can both talk to snakes, and they both had very difficult childhoods. Even their
wands share the same core: emphasizing, perhaps, all the similarities they share. Voldemort,
however, deals with abjection inversely from Harry. It is what Harry does with his powers that
makes him “very different from Tom Riddle” (333), as Dumbledore insists. However, Harry does
seem to have a fear of turning into someone like Voldemort (Order of the Phoenix 491).
In addition to the above powers, like many orphans, it is often insinuated that Harry can
move between worlds. In the first book, he is able to move through magical fire to enter the room
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where he will face Voldemort: “for a moment he could see nothing but black fire—then he was
on the other side, in the last chamber” (Sorcerer’s Stone 297). In order to face Voldemort, he
often has to move to a distinctly different location. Once he is in the “last chamber,” he comes
across a mirror that will give him the Sorcerer’s Stone (a stone that can make a wizard
immortal). When he looks into the mirror, he sees himself with the stone, and suddenly he has it:
he is able to make an intense connection with his real self and his mirror self (Sorcerer’s Stone
292). According to Coats in Looking Glasses and Neverlands:
Lacan’s understanding of what the mirror stage is is that it is an anticipation that
structures a subject. The child looking into a mirror sees an idealized image of his
potential. This image, in its specular completeness, is at odd with how he
experiences his body. His trajectory of becoming is toward the image; he takes its
completeness, fantasized as it is, as his goal. Though he may experience himself
as fragmented and incomplete, he can imagine himself as a whole, and it is toward
this imaginary ideal that he moves. (102)
Coats’s discussion explains how Harry is able to get the stone: by imagining an “idealized
image” of himself holding the stone. During his battle with Voldemort in this scene, Voldemort’s
human host, professor Quirrel, “couldn’t touch his bare skin, not without suffering terrible pain”
(Sorcerer’s Stone 295). According to Dumbledore, “Quirrel, full of hatred, greed, and ambition,
sharing his souls with Voldemort, could not touch you for this reason. It was agony to touch a
person marked by something so good” (Sorcerer’s Stone 299). After his fight with
Voldemort/Quirrel, he “fell into blackness, down…down…down…” (Sorcerer’s Stone 295).
Harry demonstrates multiple times the ability to move back and forth between worlds, as well as
from this world into the afterlife; he defeated death as an orphan, and he continues to defeat it
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throughout his supposedly long life. In Book 5, Harry comes face to face with the afterlife when
he sees his dying godfather fall through a veiled archway, which Rowling insinuates is the
afterlife: “…upon this dais stood a stone archway that looked so ancient, cracked, and crumbling
that Harry was amazed it was still standing. Unsupported by any surrounding wall, the archway
was hung with a tattered black curtain or veil…” (Order of the Phoenix 773). This is one of the
most stark examples of Harry’s connection to other worlds—particularly the afterlife. Harry
hears “faint whispering, murmuring noises coming from the other side of the veil…” (Order of
the Phoenix 774). His friend Luna, a half-orphan, tells him she hears the voices behind the veil as
well and insists to Harry they will see their loved ones again in an afterlife (Order of the Phoenix
863). Below is an image of this archway from the movie Harry Potter and the Order of the
Phoenix:

Fig. 7. It looks like an empty archway covered by a veil, but Harry sees his godfather disappear
within; he is willing to join Sirius, but family friend and teacher Professor Lupin holds him back.

This scene emphasizes the disturbingly close relationship Harry has to death: not only does he
continually experience the deaths of loved ones, but also puts himself in life-threatening
situations several times within each novel. This emphasizes Harry’s extraordinariness—Harry
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overcomes that which is the most basic of human fears—the fear of death—but ironic to this,
everyone he meets associates him with death; he fights it, defeats it, but the concept continues to
surround his presence.
Harry’s experiences outside the wizarding world are also difficult. His aunt and uncle are
his guardians, and they despise him—but he must remain with this family because his aunt an
cousin share his blood—and this is also his mother’s blood, which protected him from death as
an infant. He belongs here until he reaches adulthood, and then he can create a new family that
does not fear him and does not view him as an Other. According to Rowling, “…Uncle Vernon
had been treating him like a bomb that might go off at any moment, because Harry Potter wasn’t
a normal boy. As a matter of fact, he was as not normal a boy as it is possible to be” (Chamber of
Secrets 3). This statement emphasizes the way orphans are often (unfortunately) viewed by
others. Not only is Harry a wizard, but also he is an orphan; his remaining family members reject
and revile him; in order to be successful, Harry must eventually create his own family. Through
his marriage to Ginny Weasley (revealed in the final novel), he becomes a part of the Weasley
family, a family that is (in)famous for its numerous members. After he defeats Lord Voldemort,
there is no more need for him to be a lone hero; he subsequently surrounds himself with as many
family members as possible. Most orphans end up joining a supportive family when the journey
is over. They tend to get in the way of a heroic journey, but when the journeying is done, the
fictional orphan longs for what has eluded him.
Like many fictional orphans, Harry remembers things he should not be able to remember.
When he first hears the name T.M. Riddle (Voldemort’s original name), he instinctively feels it
significance: “And while Harry was sure he had never heard the name T.M. Riddle before, it
seemed to mean something to him, almost as though Riddle was a friend he’d had when he was
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very small, and had half-forgotten” (Chamber of Secrets 254). Harry doesn’t know that Riddle is
Voldemort at this point, but the irony of the word “friend” is strong. Once again, Harry
experiences a closeness with Voldemort that he wishes didn’t exist. Later in the novel, Harry
communicates with Lord Voldemort through Voldemort’s old diary (Chamber of Secrets 240).
Harry can communicate with the dead and pass through time. Harry is able to use the diary to
witness Voldemort’s past: “…He felt his body leave his bed, and he was pitched headfirst
through the opening in the page, into a whirl of color and shadow” (Chamber of Secrets 242).
Within the pages, he experiences Voldemort’s childhood memories. According to Natov, “to
understand another’s history, one must enter a liminal state; one must move beyond the
established boundaries of self and other, represented by the indistinguishable states of matter”
(138). Harry, as an orphan, is able to do this rather well. His orphan status gives him a weak
sense of identity, making him quite a malleable character, capable of a slippage between
realities. 6
Harry, despite having close friends and supporters, is consistently presented to the reader
as a lone hero who ultimately must accomplish his goals alone. According to Rowling,
“…Harry’s wand shone alone in the sea of dark…” (Chamber of Secrets 272). While this is
literally the case in the scene, the image is also symbolic of the orphan hero who must fight his
demons alone and in darkness. One of Harry’s best qualities is his fighting spirit, which
successful fictional orphans all seem to share. Even when hope seems lost, “…he trie[s] to stand,
ready to die fighting…” (Chamber of Secrets 279). Many of his adversaries seem to question

Karen Coats’ Looking Glasses and Neverlands discusses this issue as it pertains to Lewis
Carroll’s Alice Through the Looking Glass. According to Coats: “…we have a girl who sees in
the mirror everything except herself and responds in the same way she responds to the window:
She wants to go beyond it” (“Beyond the Symbolic”).
6
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what exactly is special about Harry. Voldemort asks, “…how is it that you—a skinny boy with
no extraordinary talent—managed to defeat the greatest wizard of all time? How did you escape
with nothing but a scar, while Lord Voldemort’s powers were destroyed?” (Chamber of Secrets
313). Harry is able to defeat Voldemort because Harry’s mother died to save him. Apparently
this act cloaks him in a special kind of protection. When Voldemort realizes this, he says to
Harry:
So. Your mother died to save you. Yes, that’s a powerful counter-charm. I can see
now…there is nothing special about you, after all…There are strange likenesses
between us….Both half-bloods, orphans, raised by Muggles. Probably the only
two Parselmouths to come to Hogwarts since the great Slytherin himself. We even
look something alike…but after all, it was merely a lucky chance that saved you
from me. (Chamber of Secrets 317)
In some ways, Voldemort is correct: Harry’s success depends upon his orphan status: authors
who create orphan characters consistently seem unable to allow their heroes to experience defeat.
In the end of book 2, Harry calls upon Godric Griffindor, an ancient wizard long dead, to save
him, and he answers by sending him the Sword of Griffindor (Chamber of Secrets 319). Once
again, Harry is able to make contact with individuals long dead. Being a fictional orphan lightens
the barrier between one world and another—often that other world is the afterlife. Harry uses the
sword to fight the basilisk (Chamber of Secrets 320) in an image befitting St. George and the
Dragon, another English hero; according to legend, St. George is also an orphan.
When Harry is away from the wizarding world, however, he is also othered. When Aunt
Marge visits Harry’s aunt and uncle, the result is a scene of intense othering, and when Harry
accidentally blows her up, the reader feels no sympathy for her, as Harry’s reaction seems
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completely reasonable. Aunt Marge [no relation to Harry] says, “If there is something rotten on
the inside, there’s nothing anyone can do about it” (Prisoner of Azkaban 25). Aunt Marge is
referring to the fact that Harry’s mother was a witch. Not only is Harry an orphan, but he faces
discrimination for being a half-breed, even in the wizarding world (Masha Grigoryan discusses
this idea--from a somewhat different perspective--in her article “Wandering between Worlds:
‘Other’ Identities in Harry Potter”). Harry even feels othering from one of his best friends—
Hermione. When Harry’s peers decide that Harry must know something they do not in order to
survive so many near-death experiences, Harry believes, “She had decided to display him like
some sort of freak and of course they had all turned up to see just how wild his story was…”
(Order of the Phoenix 341). Harry is concerned that his peers don’t really want to learn from
him, that they are there simply to stand in awe of him and his supposed unnaturalness.
Harry is constantly set aside as different in the novels: on the train ride to Hogwarts in
Book 3, Harry is confronted by dementors (supernatural beings that feed on a person’s worst
fear). Below is an image of the dementors from the film Harry Potter and the Prisoner of
Azkaban:

Fig. 8. Harry passes out when he experiences them for the first time, and in this movie
still (appropriately dark and ghostly) we can see them crowd over him.
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Since no one else seems as severely affected, Harry is afraid that he is somehow more delicate
than other children. But according to Remus Lupin, his late father’s friend, “It has nothing to do
with weakness... the dementors affect you worse than the others because there are horrors in your
past that the others don’t have” (Prisoner of Azkaban 187). While Lupin’s sentiment is
somewhat comforting, it also seems to alienate Harry further by emphasizing how different he is
from his peers.
Harry takes on his father’s persona by conjuring up his Patronus, a difficult spell that,
when done correctly, protects the castor against dementors. A wizard’s Patronus takes on an
animal shape: Harry’s Patronus takes on the image of a stag, just like his father’s (Prisoner of
Azkaban 411). At first, Harry believes his father is actually there, protecting him. He doesn’t
believe he could have successfully conjured up a Patronus without adult assistance. According to
Swanson, “When interpreted psychologically and theologically…proclaiming his need for a
protector is the very method through which Harry is able to protect himself…” (95). Dumbledore
explains this phenomenon by saying, “Your father is alive in you…” (Prisoner of Azkaban 427).
Also common in orphan figures is an emphasis on dual natures. Natov explains “As an orphan,
Harry will have to provide for himself the father he has never known” (137). Harry’s memories
of his parents are almost nonexistent, so he must patch together his own images of who they
might have been from second-hand information.
Few scenes in the Harry Potter novels are more disturbing than when he takes on
Voldemort in a graveyard. In this place, it is Voldemort’s goal to take Harry as a blood sacrifice.
As an orphan who survived such tragedy, his blood is extremely powerful for survival: “Blood of
the enemy…forcibly taken… you will…resurrect your foe” (Goblet of Fire 642). His blood gives
life to Voldemort. Harry’s mother died to protect him, but Voldemort killed his own father—this
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is the difference in how they became orphans. Voldemort recognizes an unfortunate power that
comes from being orphaned and states that Harry’s mother and his father have proved “useful”
even “in death” (Goblet of Fire 646). The attempt to kill a child—surely the worst crime
imaginable—is Voldemort’s undoing. Of all the blood Voldemort could have taken, he wants
Harry’s blood specifically—he recognizes a young boy as a rival (Goblet of Fire 656).
In Harry’s infancy, “Dumbledore invoked an ancient magic, to ensure the boy’s
protection as long as he is in his relation’s care” (Goblet of Fire 657). This is why orphans must
search for family—the protection of family members is one power that eludes the orphan figure,
and all remaining relatives must be valued. The orphan figure must secure a family; this is his
ultimate goal, but he must finish his heroic duties first, as a loving family tends to get in the way
of these adventures. The ghosts of friends and family come to support him (Goblet of Fire 665)
and his parents speak to him (Goblet of Fire 667) while he is in the graveyard with Voldemort.
After this battle, Harry uses the Portkey (an object enchanted for travel) to transport him back to
Hogwarts. This is symbolic of the ability to travel from death to life—graveyard to Hogwarts.
When he arrives at Hogwarts and tells his traumatic story to his friends, “Mrs. Weasley set the
potion down on the bedside cabinet, bent down, and put her arms around Harry. He had no
memory of being hugged like this, as though by a mother…” (Goblet of Fire 714). This is one of
the more emotional scenes in the books—Harry is held by his friend Ron’s mother, and the
image is heartbreaking. This is something he doesn’t remember having—a mother to hold him.
The most successful authors of orphan fiction sometimes use sentimentality in certain scenes, but
Harry’s heroic adventures blot out or at least weaken any lingering pity.
Unfortunately, Harry seems unable to hold onto parental figures. He loses several over
his childhood—his parents, his parents’ friends Sirius and Lupin, and even Dumbledore. As long
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as Voldemort survives, Harry continually loses parental figures. Once Voldemort is dead, it feels
like Harry gains an abundance of family members. During this period of consistent loss, Harry
struggles mentally and emotionally. He eventually shouts at Dumbledore that “he doesn’t care.”
One of the few things that separates Harry from Voldemort is his ability to love, and
Dumbledore immediately shuts down Harry’s negative train of thought once he voices it.
According to Dumbledore, “You have now lost your mother, your father, and the closest thing to
a parent you have ever known. Of course you care” (Order of the Phoenix 824). Dumbledore
wants him to care, because caring is exactly what is going to save his life and the lives of his
friends. According to Clark, “In DH, [Deathly Hallows] Harry’s accumulated losses mean he is
free to act, while Ron is weighed down by his connections and relationships” (78). Clark
recognizes the practicality of an orphan hero—it is easier to send him out to save the world, since
there is no concerned parent to hamper him. Harry recognizes that he is consistently set off from
the group, and as long as the man who made him an orphan survives, that separation continues
and increases: “An invisible barrier separated him from the rest of the world” (Order of the
Phoenix 855).
Dumbledore takes Harry’s uniqueness and turns it into a positive. He says, “Yes, Harry,
you can love…which, given everything that has happened to you, is a great and remarkable
thing. You are still too young to understand how unusual you are…” (Half-Blood Prince 509).
Even though Harry is still othered by Dumbledore’s words, his sentiments serve to lift Harry up.
Dumbledore continues: “Voldemort singled you out as the person who would be most dangerous
to him—and in doing so, he made you the person that would be most dangerous to him!” (HalfBlood Prince 509). Dumbledore understands that the minute Harry was orphaned, he gained the
powers that make him a formidable adversary. He made him an orphan, the perfect hero. In
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addition, Dumbledore states, “He heard the prophecy and he leapt into action, with the result that
he not only handpicked the man most likely to finish him, he handed him uniquely deadly
weapons!” (Half-Blood Prince 510). All of the “uniquely deadly weapons” are created by
making Harry an orphan. According to Boll, “Harry is at first mainly defined by his status as an
orphaned child in his search for completeness, trying to find the missing pieces of his past in
order to become whole” (89). Harry is “defined by his status as an orphaned child” all the way
until the Prologue of the last book: until he defeats Voldemort and feels safe enough to start his
own family, his orphan status remains profound and palpable.
As Harry and a severely weakened Dumbledore return to Hogwarts after their final
adventure together, Dumbledore poignantly states, “I am not worried, Harry…I am with you”
(Half-Blood Prince 579). Dumbledore is considered to be the greatest wizard of this world, and
he sees Harry, a child, as his best chance for protection. Dumbledore treats Harry like an adult.
This is a phenomenon that is extremely common in children’s literature—the child heroes are
often treated as if they are grown-ups. Dumbledore begins this treatment of Harry in the very
first novel, when he allows Harry to face Voldemort alone: “I think he sort of wanted to give me
a chance…instead of stopping us, he just thought us enough to help…It’s almost like he thought
I had the right to face Voldemort if I could” (Sorcerer’s Stone 302). Orphans in particular are
often treated as adults in fiction—their traumatic experiences cause more mature behavior
patterns than their peers.
Harry’s deceased friends and family come to support him at the end of the final novel
(Deathly Hallows 699). He actually visits Dumbledore in the afterlife and returns to the land of
the living. As previously discussed, Harry has the ability, like many fictional orphans, to go to
the realm of the dead and return safely (Deathly Hallows 704). Harry sacrifices himself to save
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others, like a Christ figure. According to Dumbledore, this is what actually saves his life
(Deathly Hallows 708). As Dumbledore says, “…perhaps those who are best suited to power are
those who have never sought it. Those who, like you, have leadership thrust upon them, and take
up the mantle because they must, and find to their own surprise they wear it well” (Deathly
Hallows 718). Orphans have no choice to be orphaned; it is out of their control. That’s one
reason they make such admirable heroes: they are pulled by fate, often with resistance, into the
hero’s arena. Dumbledore states, “You are the true master of Death, because the true master does
not seek to run away from death. He accepts that he must die, and understands that there are far,
far worse things in the living world than dying” (Deathly Hallows 721). The fictional orphan
usually does not express any fear of death, ironically. They are often able to come very close to
death and not actually die. Harry is a child, but he has put himself in life-threatening situations
several times and lived. Harry is set up as the ultimate protector in the end: “I’ve done what my
mother did. They’re protected from you [Lord Voldemort]” (Deathly Hallows 738). He finally
gets the respect from his fellow classmates at the very end: “They wanted him there with them,
their leader and symbol, their savior and their guide…” (Deathly Hallows 744). This statement
emphasizes Harry’s connection with the strong orphan heroes that came before him.
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Chapter 7
Conclusion
Most of the texts discussed in this dissertation are texts that are popular or have enjoyed
popularity in the past. In this way, we can look at the characters that have been the most
influential in creating the orphan figure most commonly seen in children’s literature. The most
dominant characters are the ones audiences have responded to the most, thus creating a character
that often has the same characteristics regardless of the genre within children’s literature. The
orphan character is our creation, a mash-up of all that horrifies us as well as all that fascinates us.
The orphan represents the frightening realities of death and the possibilities of loneliness and
abjection. The more we other the orphan as a result of our fear, the more anxiety surrounds our
view of the orphan, and we come to view this child as mysterious or enigmatic. Finally, as a
result of this intense othering, we create a figure that possesses great strength and power, power
that we expect from a character of uncertain background who has survived great tragedy and
loss. Orphanhood and the fascinating combination of bereavement and freedom hold our gaze.
The sentimentality of the orphan character isn’t consistent, but when it is there, the orphan can
use it to his or her advantage.1 Dickens is not the first to write about orphans, but he is the one to
make this genre popular. Fairy tales, folktales and myths2 have been using the archetype for
The children’s text Understood Betsy uses the sentimentality often associated with orphan texts by using
sentiment with an ironic tone (especially in the first chapter), making it clear to readers that Betsy’s sense
of inability is not real—it is a characteristic that has been placed on her. When she is sent to her relatives’
farmhouse, she realizes that she is not weak in the slightest; it was only her Aunt Frances, who “tried to
make life easier for poor Elizabeth Ann” (Fisher 7) that created this belief.
1

In the Maasai folktale “The Orphan Boy,” the protagonist, named Kilekin, says, “I am an orphan and I
have traveled countless miles in search of a home” (Mollel 2). We later find that he is not only an orphan
but also the manifestation of the planet Venus. In the Blackfoot folktale “The Orphan Boy and the Elk
Dog,” the protagonist has supernatural hearing and can travel to magical lands (Yolen). In the Japanese
folktale “Yukiko and the Little Black Cat,” the orphan protagonist is the only human to travel to the
Kingdom of the Cats and survive (Novak). In Anderson’s fairy tale “The Little Match Girl,” the
protagonist can use her powerful imagination to conjure up beautiful, comforting, lifelike images in the
2
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centuries. As we move forward from Dickens, later authors pick up on the popularity of the
orphan figure, infuse it with more stock qualities, and prepare it for the next impressive orphan
figure.3
Kipling’s Mowgli is othered not only by his orphan status but also by race (see the work
of Edward Said for more on the relationship between othering and race). Like Oliver Twist,
Mowgli is a fascinating combination of strength and weakness. Mowgli, in a sense, could be
Kipling’s way of returning power to the colonized by his elevated use of the orphan figure. In
addition, his character Kim is an attempt to write the wrongs of the past. Orphans have the power
to choose their social group—being born without one, they have the ability to take on more than
one new group. William Blake, with his sympathy for neglected children, plants the seed for
Dickens and later for Kipling. The intertextuality between Blake’s work and Kipling’s is just one
example of how these texts can inform one another.
Burnett’s and Montgomery’s romantic figures come to us as “strange” and “queer.”
Mary, Dickon, and Colin have an intense relationship with nature, and this relationship
consistently others them in our eyes. Like Kipling, Burnett can use the orphan figure to comment
on imperialism—her characters are able to blur the lines of race and culture. With Anne and
Emily, Montgomery gives us strong female characters that exude magic and extraordinary
ability, and, like Burnett, they have an intense bond with nature, as is expected with romanticized
children, and now, with stock orphan characters. Anne and Emily love according to their own
principles, which is, of course, a kind of power all its own—their subversion of authority—a

manner of Sara from A Little Princess. Although I’ve concentrated on English and Canadian texts, the
theme of the powerful orphan is not limited to one or two cultures.
3

Another example of this is the superhero tale. Most superheroes are orphans (Batman, Superman,
Spiderman, most of the X-Men), almost as if their orphanhood is a prerequisite for powers.
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common theme in orphan fiction. Nature and Christianity combine to form their religion; it is a
religion that is perfect for the orphan figure because of its hybridity. Like Harry Potter,
Montgomery’s Emily is able to break down the barrier between life and afterlife and return
unscathed. Anne is the nature goddess, and Emily is the telepathic clairvoyant,4 and all this is
made possible and expected by what the orphan character is in literature.
Goudge is little discussed by academics today, but her popularity during her lifetime and
her great influence on Rowling make her an important author on the study of orphans and for
that argument that popular texts created the stock orphan figure and thus the most popular orphan
in children's literature to date—Harry Potter. Goudge’s The Little White Horse is one example of
how the Victorian influence from Dickens continues to loom over the orphan figure –she is very
Victorian and also holds on to the romantic characteristics from characters like Anne of Green
Gables and Mary of The Secret Garden. The strong female character has been around longer than
modern feminism, but she effortlessly comes in the orphan package; the orphan is expected to
have extraordinary abilities anyway, so this could have been a subtle way for female authors to
create characters outside of societal expectations for women.
Harry Potter is the culmination of a long and complex history of the orphan figure, a
character whose qualities were set in stone before Rowling came on the scene. If Harry wasn’t an
orphan, the entire plot of the Harry Potter series would fall in on itself, and this is the case for
most orphan texts—the story hinges on the orphan status of the protagonist. Harry is othered,
romanticized, adult, abject, and powerful thanks to authors like Dickens, Kipling, Burnett,

Like Emily of New Moon and Harry Potter, Lafayette from Jaqueline Woodson’s Miracle’s Boys is yet
another example of an orphan character with the ability to communicate with the dead. Lafayette, the
narrator, sees his mother walking around the house long after her death. He says, “I could feel Mama
getting up and leaving, could feel her moving away from me. When I looked up, she was walking the
stairs slowly, her body growing darker and darker…” (121). It is insinuated that this is not just a dream
and that Lafayette can communicate with his mother’s spirit.
4
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Montgomery, and Goudge. If the aforementioned authors wrote of un-orphaned children, and if
Harry was not orphaned himself, he would not be such a powerful hero, and that is just the
point—the history of orphan children’s literature shaped Harry Potter, a character defined by his
orphan predecessors. The othered, powerful, heroic orphan is a stock character that continues to
show up in the best of children’s fictions. Harry is powerful because we made him that way.
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